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facts. No other water sources were readily 
available to these communities; the river 
water was relatively safe to drink before the 
development projects; and the outbreak in the 
Lower Omo was preceded by an epidemic in 
Ethiopian highlands, where cholera had been 
circulating for months. It was outsiders who 
had brought the disease into the Lower Omo. 

Looking upstream
This case-study demonstrates a narrowness in 
the way water security is imagined, which we 
suggest is representative of an unnecessarily 
narrow view of water, hygiene and sanitation 
(WASH) – and of responses to epidemics 
more generally. WASH is concerned primarily 
with individual hygiene and the provision 
of improved infrastructure such as taps 
and latrines, as opposed to environmental 
concerns such as the quality of water in rivers 
or the politics of resource distribution. This 
reflects a neglect in medicine and public 
health of the environmental and political 
conditions that affect human health. After 
John Snow removed the pump handle, 
where were people to get their water from? 

The story of the pump handle is 
memorable because it draws attention to 
the source of the problem being the water 
supply. But it was not until London’s water 
and sanitation systems were overhauled 
in the later 19th century that the spectre 
of cholera would disappear from the city. 

Similarly, people in the Lower Omo and 
elsewhere will remain at risk until improved 
sanitation and protected water supplies are 
accessible to them. Today, however, universal 
access to these basic amenities depends 
on the achievement of fairer political and 
economic arrangements. To protect the 
health and well-being of the world’s most 
marginalised, we must think upstream. 
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1. ‘Protected water supplies’ are those that, by virtue of their 
construction, reduce risks of contamination at the point of 
collection, e.g. having a concrete housing around the well-head. 
‘Basic sanitation’ refers to facilities designed to safely separate 
faeces from human contact, e.g. by treating or isolating them in 
situ or transporting them for treatment off-site. See  
https://washdata.org/monitoring 
2. The most recent census in 2007 suggests the Kwegu, Bodi 
and Mursi together number approximately 16,000 people. This 
figure does not, however, reflect the recent influx of people from 
elsewhere in Ethiopia, who are now likely to outnumber the 
indigenous population.
3. Stevenson E G J and Buffavand L (2018) ‘“Do our bodies 
know their ways?” Villagization, food insecurity, and ill-being in 
Ethiopia’s Lower Omo valley’, African Studies Review 61, 1: 109-133 
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/188182104.pdf 

Refugee women in Liberia: repairing handpumps, 
dispelling myths 
Gibson Zulu

Two refugee women in Liberia are repairing handpumps in order to support others in their 
community.

The outbreak of COVID-19 has derailed 
employment and trade, and has jeopardised 
life in general. The adverse effects of the 
pandemic are innumerable but have been 
felt most by the most vulnerable members 
of the globe – refugees. In the most unlikely 
places, however, there are glimmers of 

hope. Even in the most uncomfortable 
places, such as refugee settlements, there 
are people who remain steadfast and 
committed to making a difference in their 
lives and that of their communities.

In the PTP refugee settlement in Grand 
Gedeh County, Liberia, Odell and Emma1 

https://www.fmreview.org/issue67
mailto:jed.stevenson@durham.ac.uk
mailto:lucie_buffavand@yahoo.fr
mailto:s.m.keestra@amsterdamumc.nl
https://washdata.org/monitoring
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/188182104.pdf


FM
R

 6
7

17Public Health and WASH

July 2021 www.fmreview.org/issue67

have been at the forefront of the 
COVID-19 response by repairing 
handpumps, a rare occupation for 
women. Not content with being 
mere spectators or recipients of 
aid, these two refugee women 
decided to act against the spread 
of COVID-19 and its consequences 
for public health and livelihoods. 
Emblems of determination, initiative 
and female empowerment, they 
are involved not only in repairing 
handpumps but also in livelihoods 
activities. They have planted 
and harvested maize, yams, 
pepper and rice, and are selling 
maize from this year’s harvest.

Both women arrived in Liberia 
in 2011. They fled violence in Cote d’Ivoire 
in the aftermath of the disputed Ivorian 
presidential election. Odell and Emma did 
not want to depend on men for survival 
and this prompted them to participate in a 
one-week theoretical and practical training 
course on Afridev handpumps in June 
2019. This training was organised jointly by 
UNHCR and the Government of Liberia to 
train 13 refugees and four host community 
members. Odell and Emma were among 
four refugee women who successfully 
completed their training and they have 
continued to use their skills since then.

Their role became particularly important 
in late 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when they continued to work to ensure 
provision of clean water, despite risks to their 
own health. By early 2021 their team had 
repaired all the handpumps in the 33 blocks 
of the PTP refugee settlement, although the 
constant wear and tear means they still need 
to undertake occasional repairs. They hope 
also to travel to Maryland County to repair 
handpumps in Little Wlebo refugee settlement 
as a way of encouraging more refugee 
women to become handpump mechanics. 

The two women have forged a strong 
bond through this work and earned the 
respect of their community. Residents of 
PTP refugee camp now not only have better 
access to clean water to wash their hands to 
prevent the spread of the COVID-19 but also 

use the water for their livestock and gardens. 
Since Odell, Emma and their team of 11 men 
repaired the handpumps, refugees no longer 
have to walk any further than 500 metres to 
access a water point. At a time when people 
are losing their livelihoods due to curfews 
and lockdowns, and facing a rise in transport 
and commodity costs and with grim economic 
prospects, here are two refugee women who 
work without remuneration to bring water 
to their fellow refugees in the settlement. 

“Odell and Emma are courageous and 
hardworking. Society thinks this job is meant 
for men. Nonetheless, they have the passion for 
the job and have managed to excel at it and to 
dispel myths.” Otis Zarzar, WASH County 
Coordinator, Ministry of Public Works, Grand 
Gedeh County

This is the story of two women who have 
vowed to use their skills to contribute to the 
well-being of their community, believing 
that every action counts and each one can 
make a difference. Their message to fellow 
women out there? “Believe in yourself. Don’t 
be afraid to fail or try out something new and 
challenge the status quo. Refugees have so 
much to contribute to their host nations, and 
education and practical work are the key.”
Gibson Zulu 
zulug@unhcr.org  @Gibson71501618 
Associate Field Officer, UNHCR Liberia  
1. Names have been changed.

WASH team members gather at a handpump which they have repaired in the PTP 
refugee settlement. 
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