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* Arid and semi-arid regions — Traditional water usage — Water supply policy — Northern Namibia

Steffen Niemann (Wiirzburg)

Indigenous Water Resources Management and Water Utilisation
in Northern Namibia (Former Ovamboland) -
Can Tradition Help to Overcome Current Problems?

Endogene Wasserwirtschaft und Wassernutzung
im Norden Namibias (ehemaliges Ovamboland) —
Konnen Traditionen zur Losung aktueller Probleme beitragen?

With 4 Figures, 1 Table and 4 Photos

The development of many regions in arid and semi-arid countries is restricted by water scarcity.
Preserving relevant aspects of populations’ indigenous culture of managing water as a scarce resource
and purposely including and implementing them in modern water saving policies may be a valuable
way of preventing social tensions. Such aspects of water resources management are not transferable,
they must be identified separately for each single region according to its ecological conditions and
people’s specific traditions of water utilisation. In northern Namibia, the Ovambo population has

developed a solid and sound system of using a variety of different water sources for specific purposes,

each of them according to its water quality. However, the technique and the awareness are being
destroyed by the policy of satisfying any demand with water brought artificially from Angola.

1. Introduction

The issue of the availability of an amount of wa-
ter satisfactory both in qualitative as well as in
quantitative terms started gaining more and more
attention in the media during the last decade and
became an important field of interdisciplinary re-
search, especially following the United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development of
Rio de Janeiro in 1992. The World Bank identi-
fied six regions in the world where water scarcity
should urgently be addressed in order not to
hinder development or even lead to violence
Swatuk 1997). Apart from northern Africa and

the Middle East, southern Africa is one of the
world’s regions with the most difficult water sit-
uation. The degree to which the risk of ‘water
wars” has globally been put on the agenda since
the beginning of the 1990s (see also Polkehn
1992) might be exaggerated. However, water scar-

city must be seen as one of the central challeng-- — -

es to be overcome during the next decades (see
e.2..among many others, WBGU 1998). -

Water scarcity — like any other economic value —
can be defined as the proportion of supply and
demand. Transferred to the water situation this
means the absolute amount of available waler on
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the one hand and the number of persons to be

wpplled th this water - thus the-pepulation
demlty on the other hand (sec also Postel 1‘)‘)?\
fGenerallyA speaking, areas where per capita water

_ availability drops below 1700 m*year are experi-

encing ‘water stress’ — a situation where disrup-
tive water shortages can occur frequently. If wa-

-r‘liiermsupphes drop below 1000 m¥a, the population

faces the risk of severe problems with food pro-

_ duction;-sanitation, health, economic develop-
- ment and loss of ecosystems. Based on such con-
_siderations, this article focuses on the most

o densely populated area in the most arid country

in sub-Saharan Africa, the former Ovamboland re-

__gion' in northern Namibia (see also Niemann 2000
~and Heine 2001)?2, Even if the region’s

average
annual precipitation of between 300 and 550 mm
is relatively high compared with other parts of the
country, its population density gives the region

12°E

an extraordinary status for ‘hydro-social’ inves-

1ovaty 1 the arid arcon
tigattons mn the arid or semi-arid-African context;

2. Regional and Historical Background

In this ecologically fragile region situated in the
triangle between the Kunene river in the west, the
Kavango river in the east and the Etosha pan in
the south (Fig. 7) human settlement and way of
life have for centuries been determined by access
to water (see also Williams 1988, Siiskonen 1990
and Mendelsohn et al. 2000). For centuries, the
Ovambo had relied on local precipitation and the
annual flow of the efundjas in the oshanas, sea-
sonal rivers of the Cuvelai delta inundating huge
parts of the territory. Precipitation in this area,
however, is not only dominated by irregular an-
nual distribution (rainfall is virtually limited to not
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more than 40 to 60 days during the months from

— November to April), it is also characterised by
~outstanding variability of total rainfall per year.

~-Annual precipitation at Ondangwa, a station in

: the central part of the region, for instance, varied

“between 50 and more than 1000 mm in the 20"

~—""century. This variability, compounded by the very

poor permeability of the upper soil horizons, leads

“~toa constant alternation between flooding and
= drought —one of the key characteristics of the

reglon - and thus creates many challenges to
varlous aspects of people’s everyday life, the

-~ major one being the supply of drinking water (see

also Hayes 1998).

The central pam of the region are covered by a
net of intermittent water courses. These oshanas
or iishana (as they are called in the local language)

— of the Cuvelai delta serve as guidelines for the

_annual sheet floods from southern Angola, so-

" called efundja, to central Ovamboland (see also

Desert Research Foundation of Namibia et al.
1992). This is the only natural surface water in the
region. Like the local rainfall, however, the efund-
Ja waters occur only during the rainy season and
" seep away or evaporate within a few weeks or

.- months afterwards. They therefore can contribute
to the water supply for the population to only a

- very restricted degree. This also applies to the
ground water which is very saline in many parts
of the area (up to more than 20,000 mg Total Dis-
solved Solids per litre). Only in remote areas does
ground water contain less than 1000 mg Total Dis-
solved Solids per litre and is thus suitable for hu-
man consumption. Here, the utilisation of brack-
ish ground water aquifers located in greater
depths’ strata could be remarkably improved by
the drilling of boreholes during the previous dec-
ades. The census of 1991 found that 8% of the
region’s population uses water from boreholes. In
the most densely populated parts of the former
Ovamboland region, however, ground water con-
tains more than 5000 mg Total Dissolved Solids
per litre and thus can be used neither for human
consumption nor for cattle.

In the Ovambo’s traditional way of life, which has
heen dominated by subsistence agriculture (cat-
tle and ¢oat breeding as well as millet cultivation).
water has been used only for human consump-
tion and domestic purposes like cooking or wash-
ing, and for cattle. Despite the alternating periods
of floods and drought there has not been any tra-
ditional use of irrigation. Current efforts to imple-
ment irrigation in Ovamboland are hindered by the
resulting lack of experience, the unsuitable soils
and the risks associated with an increased off-take
of water from the Kunene river.

Traditionally, ground water has been tapped by
hand-dug wells (see e.g. Vainio-Mattila 1996, see
also Photo 1).Tn 1991, 60% of the region’s popula-
tion was stated as taking their water from wells. Not-
ing that the census survey was carried out in Octo-
ber, i.e. before the rainy season started, and that
during this time of the year many people using wells
shift to the utilisation of other sources, one may pre-
sume that on an annual average the proportion of
people supplied by hand-dug wells was (and may-
be is?) even higher than 60%. Thus, traditional water
sources do still play an important role in covering
the people’s day-to-day demand for water.

However, in the first half of the 20™ century it be-
came obvious that there was a need for new water
sources to satisfy the people’s demands (Mendel-
sohn et al. 2000) due to political and infrastructural
changes as well as an enormous population in-
crease. Intensified efforts to locally build storage
dams was not a sufficient solution to the problem
and so, beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, the ‘Ovam-
bo Water Scheme’, a pipeline and canal system, was
built to transport water from the Kunene river in
southern Angola to central Ovamboland (see Sten-
gel 1965, see also Photo 2). This resulted in a
change from traditional use of local water resourc-
es to the modern pipeline and canal system which
was further reinforced by the building of additional
infrastructure. Providing sufficient available water
for the population in the central part of this region
has involved becoming totally dependent.on water

¥

2002/2

Tab. 1

* Due
peog

broug
try, wi
popul
on Ar
in the
1995,
natior
of red
ter sy,
withi
adapt

Asca
1991,
the gt
nearl
Ovan
Kune
censu
censt
defin
data
whicl
time

own

from
pleu
ent s
that t
of th
sour




" IE ERDE

~hich has
ture (cat-
tivation),
‘onsump-
or wash-
g periods
1any tra-
to imple-
‘ed by the
1ble soils
1 off-take

ipped by
1996, see
s popula-
ells. Nnt-
/in Oc.o-
and that
iing wells
inay pre-
ortion of
ind may-
“nal water
covering
r.

ary it be-
wwater
Merndel-
tructural
ation in-
I storage
probi

B © T

tem, was

river in
see Sten-
ted in a
resourc-
n which
1ditional
le water
s region

n water

'

S S NRESETRS -

e e ettt e

2002/2 Indigenous Water Resources Management and Water Utilisation in Northern Namibia 187
Tab. 1  Water sources and numbers of users in former Ovamboland, 1991
Wasserquellen und die Zahl ihrer Nutzer im ehemaligen Ovamboland 1991
Water source Number of users %
Private tap 37,910 6.4
Water scheme Public tap 96,255| 183,178 "162| 308
River, canal, lake* 49,013 8.2
Well 357,160 60.0
> 409,922 68.8
i Borehole 52,762 8.9
Others or unknown 2,313 0.4
Total 595,413 100

Source: Republic of Namibia, National Planning Commission 1993: Tab. H06

* Due to the lack of alternatives within the region, this category is virtually limited to the canal, i.e. registering
people who are taking water directly from the canal grid.

brought artificially from the neighbouring coun-
try, which means that the development of the most
populated region of Namibia is now dependent
on Angolan-Namibian contracts of cooperation
in the use of the Kunene river (see also Heyns
1995, Meissner 2000). This dependency on inter-
national cooperation emphasises the importance
of reducing current or expected problems of wa-
ter supply through measures which can be taken
within the region’s water demand and which are
adapted to its specific water conditions.

As can be seen from the data given in Table I, in
1991, as a result of the continuous extension of
the grid (of so far more than 1000 km), already
‘nearly one out of three inhabitants of the former
Ovamboland region used water brought from the
Kunene river. These data are derived from the
census carried out in October 1991. In Namibia, a
census is planned for every ten years. It would

“definitely-be-very-interesting to compare- these«
data with those of the census of 2001, the data of

which were unfortunately not yet available at the
time of submission of this article. The author’s
own observation as well as information gained
from numerous interviews reveal that many-peo-
ple use different types of water sources in differ-
ent seasons. This is why it is important to note
that the census took place in October, at the end
of the dry season. The differentiation of water

sources in difterent parts of the year does, inci-

dentally, lead to important consequences: In an
investigation carried out by Terry et al. (1995: 60)
various interview partners stated that they spend
more money for medicine during the rainy sea-
son since they more often use open water sourc-
es with turbid water.

Among others, one special focus of the author’s
project was upon population growth in the inves-
tigated area since the acquisition of national in-
dependence in 1990. Analysing the annual sta-
tistics of the Evangelical Lutheran Churches of
Namibia (ELCIN) and projecting the data of the
largest church in northern Namibia (see also Si-
iskonen 1998) on the total population of the re-
gion reveals that the population in the investi=-
gated area has increased at an average annual rate
of 3.8% during the years 1990-96. After nearly one
decade with official estimations assuming a rate
of increase of northern Namibia’s population of

»aby-alittle more than 3% this information offers ...

a demographic short-term basis for future plan- '
ning in northern Namibia. - e e

3. Changes in Water Supply and Demand: ,7
The Water Demand Splral S

Connecting additional parts of the reglon to the

pipeline grid results in a decrease in the usage of
[ocal water resources (wells, storage dams or bore-—-
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holes). The resulting increased dependency on

Kunene water is further enforced by two process-
“es taking place mmullanu)us;y population

% I TR

g:xuwm and mwmmm ol p CUpid FrOAT Al arcas

. to peri-urban and urban Lemrcs.

¢ In addltlon 'this measure initiates a vicious circle
_which creates enormous problems for water sup-

ply, as can be observed in a similar way in many
parts of the world and which is illustrated in the
waterﬁdgr_nand spiral’ given in Figure 2.

- A growth in population leads to an increase in
water demand, and the creation of additional wa-

- ter infrastructure becomes necessary. The popu-

lation concentrates increasingly along the new

- - infrastructure (canal, pipes) and gradually turns

away from ‘handed-down behaviour’ in water

- utilisation. Traditionally. in most societies the

awareness of the value of water was well estab-
lished — simply because fetching water was (and
in many places still is) hard and time-consum-
ing work. However, the process described here
leads to an increase in per capita consumption

and watcer needs, in a cycle of processes con-
tinually reinforcing one another.
Apartfronridéas-concerning j){)i)tiiélii’\)ﬂAil‘guiu—
tion, it seems that there are hardly any possibili-
ties to break this circle. One way to do so — and
maybe the only way — might be to influence or
prevent the turning away from traditional water-
saving behaviour patterns.

Access to the modern and easy-to-use water net
results in a remarkable change in utilisation hab-
its (see also Photo 3). This can be seen from the
remark of one woman interviewed during field
studies. Asked in which way the desired con-
nection of her household to the pipeline grid
would influence their use of water, at that time
still a scarce resource, she answered: ‘We conld
have a garden, we could do whatever we want
with the water. We would definitely use more
water than before’.

If measures for the preservation of traditional
patterns of water resource management suc-

Increasing
water demand

Increasing
population

along lnfrastructure
Building of addmom
water mfrastructure

Increasing per
capita consumption

Populatlon concentrating
Entlcement to

turn away from
1 tradition

Change of
utilisation habits

Fig. 2 The water demand spiral: Cumulative causation of population increase, tradition, infrastructure
and water consumption in northern Namibia (former Ovamboland) / Die Wassernachfrage-
Spirale: Kumulative Verursachung durch Bevélkerungszunahme, Tradition, Infrastruktur und
Wasserverbrauch in Nord-Namibia (ehemaliges Ovamboland) '

cec

be
on
to
lax

pre¢
dit
SO
tai




ERDE 2002/2 Indigenous Water Resources Management and Water Utilisation in Northern Namibia 189
S con- Photo 3 Children drawing water
from a public tap (Kunene water
pipeline grid) / Kinder schopfen
regula- Wasser an einer Offentlichen Ent-
ssibili- nahmestelle des Kunene-Wasser-
— Leitungsnetzes
:nce or
water-
ter net
n hab- |
»m the |
o field |
1 con- i
e grid
it tim
could
' want |
more .
l
!
tional
t suc-
ceeded, the change of utilisation habits could
be reduced. This decrease would be passed e
: on to the per capita consumption, transmitted ~ possibilities of combining traditional and i
? to the water demand and thus lead to some re-  modern forms of water supply and water-.
laxation in the supply situation (Fig. 3). utilisation in the specific region’s Sltua-
tion. The re-cognition of difficulties and"_
Can tradition help to overcome current possibilities of water supply in the pasT T
. problems? The potential of the use of tra- and present by people of different genera-
ditions of recarding water as a scarce re-  tions and ditferent status or function in so-
,fl;,;(/ Source seems crucial Tor the sake 01 sus-~ ¢iely was thercfore~the-focus ol the =

tainabilily in water resources managenicnt  project’s cipirical investigation. - o5
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Increasing
water demand
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X

Enticement tn
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infrastructure w patterns
/ of water
utilisation
Change of )

utilisation habits

W reduced —

=t Increasing Increasing per
-~ population capita consumption
1 o reduced
o Fig. 3 The water demand spiral and the effect of measures for preservation of traditional patterns of water

utilisation in northern Namibia (former Ovamboland) / Die Wassernachfrage-Spirale und die
Wirkung von Mafinahmen zur Bewahrung traditioneller Muster der Wassernutzung in Nord-

Namibia (ehemaliges Ovamboland)

4. Remnants of Traditional Water Usage:
Empirical Analysis

The investigation’s key aim was to analyse
whe-ther traditional water-saving elements still
exist within the water utilisation of the popula-
tion and whether they might be instrumental in
controlling and reducing the risks to the cur-
rent water supply situation in northern Namibia.
For this, a multistage approach was chosen: A
profound analysis concerning ‘What types of
water-saving elements within the water utilisation
of the region’s inhabitants have there been in the
past?’ was the basis for the second and the third
question: ‘Which of the historical elements
(identified in step no. 1) currently still exist?’ and
‘Which of the still existing elements (identified
in step no. 2) might be suitable for controlling
and reducing water consumption and depend-
ency on external factors (Kunene water)?’

4.1 Analysis of written sources:
The region’s specific history limits
traditions’ applicability

The investigation concerning ‘What types of wa-
ter usage patterns have there been?’ was made
by analysing written sources from various ar-
chives like missionary diaries, historical govern-
ment reports and travellers’ reports and photos.

Compared with, for instance, the highly elaborat-
ed water laws and traditional technologies for the
transfer and storage of water which are well-
known from the oases in northern Africa or in the
Middle East, the findings concerning remnants of
a traditional ‘water culture’ in northern Namibia
are poor. Water saving traditions are poorly de-
veloped — or one should rather say: poorly pre-
served. The ecological situation of the inhabit-
ants’ activity space strongly suggests that there
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must have been a water preservation tradition, but
a very profound Christian proselytisation, succes-
sive colonisation by three different foreign pow-
ers and the civil war lasting from 1966 till 1989 seem
to have destroyed much of it.

The hypothesis concerning the conservation of
selected parts of traditional water usage patterns
being limited by the region’s specific history
was also backed up by the next step, the main
empirical part of the project: the interviews con-
ducted with different groups of people in differ-
ent contexts.

4.2 Interviews with different
groups of people

The recognition of difficulties and possibilities of
the water supply in past and present by people of
different generations and different status or func-
tion in society was the focus of the second part of
the empirical investigation. Next to the analysis of
written sources, it used participant observation in
people’s everyday life and water utilisation in se-
lected areas as well as varying forms of in-depth
interviews with a multitude of persons as-the main
research tools. These methods of qualitative re-
search were used in an open research approach.

The described dualism in the selection of applied

methods insures that the issue of interest is inves-
tigated both from an external perspective (interpre-
tation of written sources, participant observation)
as well as from an internal perspective (open in-
terviews with peoplein-the investigated arca).

Different groups of people were intérviewed:
Old people and traditional authorities, mainly in
the rural areas. were able to serve as a link be-
tween different eras in the people’s develop-

ment and between past and present practices of

water utilisation. Based on this knowledge, in-
terviews with school classes were conducted in

i . . '
ardsr i anuectroats toyavhat s eree vempnme ey
PRIt Aes el SRR N WS LSO TOE TR O YN Y

nle are etill avvare of traditional Ovambo culture

T Y e

on the one hand and of the pros and cons of the
modern system on the other hand.

To understand the selection of the investigation
area as well as of the interviewed groups of peo-
ple two clarifications are necessary:

1. Historically, the region known as Ovamboland
was not a homogenously settled territory but
was divided into different ‘states’, of which
only parts were situated on the territory be-
longing to Namibia today. Up to the present

time, local people have perceived themselves ik

not as being ‘Ovambo’ but ‘Ndonga’, ‘Kwan- 3: |
yama’ or members of any of the other ethnic i:‘
groups. Partly due to slightly different ecolog- 54 :
ical situations in the subregions, differences ;;%;
in the respective culture and water usage pat- h !
terns have evolved during the last centuries. f’ig
This fragmented situation had to be taken into E;; ;
account when the investigation area was se-——— =i

lected and still has to be considered when the
validity of the results is reviewed.

2. Common sense suggests that the change of tra-
ditional habits concerning the utilisation of nat-
ural resources partly corresponds with the dif-
ference between living in a rural or in an urban

context. In many cases, one may assume that

urbanisation goes along with the loss of tradi-
tional customs. In the case of water supply and
utilisation in former Ovamboland this assump-_-

tion is supported by the fact that the process of 7

extending the pipeline grid is taking place from
the towns towards e surrouiiding arcas, thus

in an urban-rural direction (see also Photo 4).

For the last decades, urbanisation has been

described as one of the major demographic~"=
processes in northern Namibia (see also Hangu-——

la 1993, Graefe 1997, Gruefe andPexrouxZOOl)

Ondangwa (in Ondonga) and Oshakati (in Uuk-- -

wambi) are the largest towns in Ovamboland,

so these (and their surrounding areas) have -
heen selected as investication areas for the-

project. The most numerously populated of the
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Ovambo states, Uukwanyama, has not been in-
volved much in the process of urbanisation in
the past. It is, apart from that, in a special situa-
tion because it was divided by the Namibian-
Angolan border which has deeply changed
people’s possibilities of reacting to hydrologi-
cal incidents (floods, droughts).

In the beginning, the project aimed at comprising
a link between the process of losing tradition on
the one hand and the spatial rural-urban transition
on the other hand by selecting schools at differ-
ent distances from towns. This, however, was only
partly successful. The ‘catchment area’ from where

S S

Photo 4 Continuous ex-
tensions of the pipeline erid
coincectrurdl areas / bestan-
Tre Erw citerang e dey Ter-
rngsnetzes erschliefien den
lindlichen Raum

young people attend a specific school is defined
by various other considerations than spatial prox-
imity alone — pupils interviewed in the school class
do not necessarily come from the surrounding area
and their answers concerning water usage pat-
terns at their home places do not necessarily re-
flect a specific stage in the spatial rural-urban tran-
sition. However, interviewing people of different
generation, different social status and ‘function’
revealed that only small remnants of the tradition-
al awareness about water utilisation still exist.

Apart from the ethnographic interviews with the
groups mentioned above, expert intervigws were
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10US ex- conducted with people representing different pro- there are, as mentioned above, qualitative limits
line grid tagonists in the modern water supply system, part-  for that purpose as well.
‘Bestdn- ly in order to verify aspects of the results, partly in
des Lei- order to confront official policy with these. The modern policy of connecting the former
Ben den Ovamboland region to Kunene water and satis-
Since achieving national independence, Namibia  fying any demand in a flat rate manner with water
has been implementing a new water policy based  from one single source not only relinquishes mak-
on the idea of a water price to be paid by the con-  ing use of this cultural knowledge — it actually
sumers. After decades of ‘free’ water this innova-  destroys it. This policy seems to be even more of
tion was (and in many parts still is) a very delicate  a paradox as — following the connection of regions
‘ one and influenced the research project’s day-to-  to the pipeline scheme —awareness campaigns for
‘ day fieldwork in many ways. In order to back their  the saving of water are implemented in order to
rejection towards a water price people often  regulate the population’s water consumption.
claimed that the idea of any kind of compensation =~ These measures, however, are in many cases not
for water was totally unknown and unacceptable  adapted to the specific characteristics of the par-
in the Ovambo culture’s context. However, there  ticular region. Campaigns with mottoes like “Wa-
were also contradicting results, a final and general  ter is life — use it wisely!” are designed in a flat
statement for all the Ovambo states in each and  rate manner for virtually any region of the world
every situation seems impossible. In any case, how-  (see Fig. 4; the fact that this shows a poster from
ever. the answer to this guestion very much de-  UNICEF must in no way be understood as an ex-
pends on the purpose the water is required for —  traordinary weakness of this particular organisa-
; which leads to the project’s major finding. tion’s activities). These expensive campaigns
would be much more beneficial and efficient if
they promoted the maintenance and use of tradi-
4.3 Water source mixing based on water tional water sources.
f qualltv awareness: Modern water policy ,
turns it down Regulation of the water demand from the pipeline
scheme must be seen as an important issue where
Even if _eenerally speaking. the results concern- measures should be taken in order to reduce the
ing the applicability of utilisation habits for wa-  risks in the current water situation. On the con-
ter-saving measures in the former Ovamboland  trary, however, instcad of using any potential .
efined region are rather poor, there is at least one major  opportunity to achieve this, water consumption ===
[ pror asset which could (and should) be used in order  is actually being raised in two ways: On the one -~
lelass- to achieve a de-escalation of the water scarcity in __hand. more and more areas are being connected .
1g area * northern Namibia: Faced with the respective defi- 10 the pipeling scheiiie (see also Photo 3);om the
e pat- ciencies of the various traditional water sources  other hand local water resources in these-areas- -
ily re- (irregular precipitation, only temporarily existing  are abandoned. and even water for lowu—quallty :
n tran- surface-water, saline ground water), traditional  use is being taken from the pipeline system. On
ferent Ovambo culture had produced a sound and solid ~ health grounds it must be a positive step when -
ction’ awareness of using water from different sources  areas with insufficient local water resources -be-——- -
lition- with differing quality for different purposes. The  come connected to the pipeline grid. In order to™ =7

avoid any misunderstanding, it should be empha-----
slsui that the 111\'est|gatmn does not suggest

er from the Kunene
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itis based on safe inter-governmental regulations,
this type of water supply is definitely a very sen-
sible one. However, in order to reduce the con-
sumption of pipeline water and the dependency
on Angolan politics, it should be accompanied by
specific measures supporting the maintenance of
traditional local water resources, as the conse-
quences of no longer using local resources result
in an unnecessary aggravation of the situation.

On the other hand, the use of any suitable wa-
ter resource of a variety of water sources, even
in those regions where modern installations
seem to secure future water supply, could help
to reduce water consumption (of pipeline water).
The described awareness of the particular wa-
ter’s quality and its suitability for certain pur-

ot oA T e BB . e T L B S T o Bt UG B

poses as well as the resulting differentiation in
usage could serve as a valuable contribution to
a de-escalation of the situation: Kunene (grid)
water could be reserved for purposes with a
high demand on quality while local water re-
sources could be used for such purposes for
which their quality would be sufficient. The dis-
tilled forms of traditional water utilisation offer
the opportunity to tread new paths in water
supply policies by making use of ‘handed-down
behaviours’. Combined with sound international
cooperation (avoiding external problems) this
can be an important contribution towards defus-
ing the region’s water crisis internally.

However, in northern Namibia as in many other
regions in the world, an opportunit){ to integrate
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this traditional awareness into modern water

- supply is unlikely to continue for longer than a

few more years, if at all. Complaints of many
(mainly older) inhabitants in various interviews
and information obtained from interviews with
school classes reveal that only small remnants
of the traditional awareness about water utilisa-
tion still exist.

5. Conclusions

The investigation proposed that it is imperative
to pursue the idea of maintaining specific tradi-
tions of water utilisation. Using traditional know-
ledge and methods of water resources manage-
ment in order to purposely include and implement
them in modern water policy can make an impor-
tant contribution to the prevention of contlicts.
This hypothesis must not be misunderstood as
some romantically transfigured idealisation of vir-
tually any traditional element of water utilisation.
Even if some ‘colonial failure to appreciate indig-
enous knowledge in the field of water resource
development’ (Adams 1992: 106) seems to be
evident, small-scale or handed-down solutions
are-definitely not to be-seen as being more peace-

ful, more egalitarian or more based on solidarity
per.se than large-scale or modern solutions (see
also Petrella 2000: 30). It would definitely be
wrong to generally presume traditional ways of
water utilisation to be more economical (in the
sense of water saving) than modern forms. How-
ever, in cases where this handed-down behav-

iour may hielp to reduce water consumption, the-

situation simply makes it obligatory to pursue
this idea. In the particular region’s specilic con-
text, ‘reducing water consumption’ has a double
meaning: First, of course. it is the absolute
amount of water people use. This is definitely
increasing in a needless manner caused by the
installation of taps (which quite often after the

drawing of water arc slmply left opan because tap
walorseemes (o }\ (h ;y‘: shiyndance) Qo ‘.

1t.is <br‘5‘if!<‘!1l_!\/ the water broucoht from. the

Kunene river. Its demand is rising partly because
this water replaces local water resources which
from this time on are not used any more.

Within the search for African tradition and its
suitability for modern water policy the investiga-
tion concentrated on the most densely populated
area in the most arid country in sub-Saharan Af-
rica. However, the research project should not be
understood as a purely empirical analysis of one
specific region’s situation. Major key results can
be transferred to other regions that face similar
risks of an actual or potential water scarcity. This
mainly applies to the requirement to include lo-
cal traditional and indigenous features of water
supply and water utilisation into modern water
policy. Northern Namibia is definitely not the only
part of the world which fails to pursue the idea of
maintaining specific traditions of water utilisa-
tion, using traditional methods and knowledge of
water resources management in modern watcr
policy. Here it is the combination of different
types of water sources, in other water-scarce re-
gions it could be other aspects of local and in-
digenous knowledge that might be worth main--
taining. Bearing in mind that, in a global perspec-
tive. water consumption per capita has doubled
during the last 60 years and that in 2025 two thirds
of mankind are expected to face problems of wa-
ter scarcity, this approach seems to be relevant
for more than one single region.

Notes

'In order to avoid any misunderstandings, it should

be made explicitat the beginning of this article, that--
whenever the term ‘region’ is used the whole area of
former Ovamboland is meant. Even if, since _thu
acquisition of national mdependcnbé ‘Ovambu-
land” is no longer a political-territorial unit, its watu‘
supply infrastructure is very much based on the
conception of it being such a unit. Thus, talkmg'
about Ovamboland in this context is nota political

statemoent huot

compulsory 'in the field ot“warcr
Sresourees. mangeement in that location.



e Steffen Niemann

- _2The article presems aspects of the aulhm S Ph D

DIE ERDE

project ¢ it hetseene FOL¢

wried ¢

project of app h( d" geopraphy wiasipartsx
interdisciplinary research pm"mmlm ‘Geo-scien-
tific research in Africa’ at the University of Wiirz-
burg, Germany, and was funded by the German
~ " Research Council (Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
...schaft) from October 1996 until September 1999,
It ‘was partly based on the Masters thesis (at the
‘ University of Hamburg) in which basic characteri-
~“stics of the water supply situation in the region as
well as the role of German development coopera-
tion were highlighted. Before the background of
human uology and political ccology, the Ph.D.
_project focused on possibilities for using indige-
nous structures and purposely combining specific
_aspects of the region’s and the culture’s characte-
ristics with modern water supply structure.
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Summary: Indigenous Water Resources Manage-
ment and water Utilisation in Northern Namibia
(Former Ovamboland) — Can Tradition Help to
Overcome Current Problems?

The applied geography project presented in the
article_deals with the problem of water scarcity
and with potential methods of overcoming this
situation. Looking for new: ways to de-escalate
problems of-water scarcity by using potentials of
combining traditional and modern forms of water
supply and water utilisation, the paper focuses
on former Ovamboland as the most densely po-
pulated arca in the most arid country insub-Saha-
ran Africa. This region is characterised by a con-
stant alternation—between flooding ~and ~drought:
and its local population has traditionally relied on
local water resources to satisty everyday life’s
water demand. The construction of a canal and
pipcline grid transporting water {rom the Kunene
river means a tremendous change from traditional
(oshana) water use to modern forms of utilisa-
tion. In connection with the continuing popula-
tion increase this process is leading to a steadily
rising water demand and — specifically in this eco-

il raiss 1 s
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denendence on water broveht artificially from An-

gola. Based on such considerations, it might be
worthwhile to partly maintain specific traditions
of water utilisation regarding water as a scarce
resource in order to purposely include and imple-
ment them in modern water saving policies and
thus to regulate water consumption. Aiming at
the identification of existing and applicable rem-
nants of a water-saving tradition, interviews have
been conducted with different groups in society,
particularly old people on the one hand and
school classes on the other hand. As far as certain
techniques in the Ovambo culture’s patterns of
water utilisation have developed, most of them
do not seem to be very useful any more due to
technical inventions, lack of applicability in a
more and more urbanised society, or lack of awa-
reness within the younger generation. However,
more than the ‘hardware’, i.e. the technique of
water supply and storage, it is the ‘software’, i.e.
the underlying system concerning different peop-
les’ and purposes’ access to water sources and,
aboveall, concerning the social value of water, that

makes the investigated system remarkable. Tradi-—

tional Ovambo culture has produced a sound and
solid awareness of using water from different
sources with differing quality for different pur-
poses. This highly sophisticated water source
mixing may of course not be applicable to other

water-scarce regions and other water-stressed cul-
tures. kach ol those needs its own analysis con-
cerning potential solutions on the basis of inte-

erating applicable remnants of a water-saving -tra--
dition in modern water resources management.

Fasammenfussungsndogene Wasserwirtschaft und
Wassernutzung im Norden Namibias (ehemaliges
Ovamboland) ~ Kénnen Traditionen ur Ldsung
aktueller Probleme beitragen? = ===

Das in diesem Aufsatz vorgestellte Forschungspro-

jektder Angewandten Geographie giltdem P»r‘(v)_blémf
der Wasserknappheit. Auf der Suche nach neuen

Wegen, die sich vielerorts verschirfende Versor-—

gungslage mit Trinkwasser zu entspannen, unte

sucht dic Arbeit die Situation im chemaligen Ovam="==""

boland im Norden Namibias. derdichtestbesiedelten
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AReglon im trockensten Staat des subsaharischen
Afrika. In dieser von einem steten Wechsel zwi-
~schen Ubertlutung und Diirre geprigicn Region war
= die Bevolkerung tiber Juhrhunderte hinweg zur De-
——-ckung ihres: tiglichen Wasserbedarfes auf lokale
~ - Wasservorkommen angewiesen. Die Errichtung ei-
... nes - Kanal- .und Pipelinenetzes vom Grenzfluss
.~ __Kunene her hat einen grundlegenden Wandel hin zu
‘modernen Formen und Gewohnheiten der Wasser-
- nutzung induziert. Diese Veriinderung fiihrtin Kom-
- == bination miteinem anhaltenden Bevolkerungswachs-
~—~ tum zu einem fortdauernden Anstieg des Wasserbe-
darfs und im konkreten Fall der 6kologisch labilen

wwd |

?: gigkeit von Wasser, welches kiinstlich aus Angola
#%5== = “herbeigebracht wird. Vor diesem Hintergrund er-
i - scheint “es lohnend, eventuell vorhandene Reste
i iiberlieferter wassersparender Nutzungsformen zu
; erhalten und in die moderne Wasserversorgung zu
Z ¢ integrieren, um so den Wasserverbrauch zu regulie-
it -~ ren. Um noch bestehende und zugleich anwendbare
'5 ,Uberbleibsel’ wassersparender Kulturbestandteile
;* zu identifizieren, wurden Interviews mit unter-

§ schiedlichen Gruppen der Gesellschaft im ehemali-
gen Ovamboland gefiihrt, sowohl mit ilteren Be-
wohnern als auch mit Schulklassen. Die spezifi-
schen Techniken in der Wassernutzung, die sich bei
den Ovambo in der Vergangenheit herausbildeten,
erscheinen heute aufgrund technischer Neuerungen,
einer zunehmend urbanisierten Gesellschaft oder
fehlender Kenntnisse in der jiingeren Generation
zumeist nicht mehr von Nutzen. Mehr als die Tech-
niken der Wassernutzung mag jedoch das zugrunde-
liegende Bewusstsein um die knappe Ressource
,Wasser’ bedeutsam sein: Die Kultur der Ovambo
hat im Laufe ihrer Geschichte eine sehr genaue
Vorstellung dafiir entwickelt, Wassern aus unter-
schiedlichen Bezugsquellen und mit unterschiedli-
chen Qualititen jeweils bestimmte Verwendungs-
zwecke zuzuweisen. Dieses Ergebnis einer ausge-
kliigelten Wassertrennung kann freilich nicht auf
andere von Wasserknappheit gepriagte Regionen und
Kulturen iibertragen werden. Jeder Raum erfordert
eine eigene Untersuchung hinsichtlich eventuell be-
stehender, in jedem Fall besonderer Moglichkeiten,
zuLosungsbeitrigen in der Wasserkrise zu gelangen
—auf der Grundlage anwendbarer Bestandteile einer
Tradition des Wassersparens und deren Integration
in die moderne Wasserwirtschaft.

Untersuchungsregion zu-einer wachsenden Abhiine —

Résumé: Economie etusage de l'eaudans le Nord de
la Namibie (ancien Ovamboland) — Les traditions
peuveni-celles contribuer ala résolution des probleé-

mes aciuels?

Le projet de recherche en géographie appliquée
présenté dans cet article est consacré au probléeme
de pénurie de I'eau. Cet article a pour objectif
d’explorer de nouvelles voies visant & désamorcer
les tensions autour de I'approvisionnement en eau
potable, devenu critique dans de nombreux en-
droits. 1F analyse la situation de la Namibie, 1" état
d’Afrique subsaharienne le plus dominé par la

sécheresserdans P ancien Ovambokind du Nord du—

pays en particulier. La population locale a été
pendant plusieurs siecles dépendante des ressour-
ces hydriques locales pour couvrir ses besoins
quotidiens en eau dans une région caractérisée par
la constante alternance entre sécheresse et inonda-
tion. La construction d’un réscau de canaux et de
pipelines & partir du {leuve frontalier du Kunene a
entrainé un changement fondamental vers des for-
mes et des habitudes dutilisation moderne de
I’eau. Ce changement combiné avec une croissance
démographique réguliere entraine une augmenta-
tion constante des besoins en eau. Dans le cas
concret de notre zone d’étude, écologiquement
labile, cela se traduit par une dépendance accrue
envers I’eau, laquelle est acheminée d’ Angola. Dans
ce cadre, il semble alors judicieux de conserver des
reliquats éventuels des formes d’usages économi-
ques de I'eau héritées et de les intégrer dans 1’ap-
provisionnement moderne afin de réguler la con-
sommation en eau. Des interviews avec des grou-
pes sociaux différents de 1’ancien Ovamboland,
dont la plupart avec des habitants 4gés et des
classes scolaires, ont été menées afin d’identifier
des «reliquats» d’éléments culturels d’économie
d’eau encore existants et applicables. Pour le moins
que des techniques spécifiques d’usage de 1’eau ont
pu étre développées chez les Ovambo dans le passé,
celles-ci ne semblent plus étre utiles en raison des
innovations techniques, d’une société urbanisée de
maniére accrue ou d’une jeune génération sans con-
naissances. Mais au-dela des techniques d’usage de
I’eau, c’est plutdt la conscience de la rareté de la
ressource sur laquelle sont fondées ces techniques
qui estimportante: la culture des Ovambo a dévelop-
p€ au cours de son histoire une représentation trés
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