
Practical Action�s contribution to NWP Water publication:  
 
Participation for dealing with conflict over water in Sudan: 
 
Where water is scarce, both its shortage and potential solutions can lead to, or fuel 
existing, conflicts. Violence threatens the lives of those involved, but it also heightens 
vulnerability to natural resource shortages, limits the ability to enact adaptation measures, 
and stalls development. This is a problem in North Darfur, where technologies for 
making the most of the water available have been at the centre of conflict between user-
communities. In local disputes in North Darfur, Practical Action has been able to bring 
together village members using traditional system for conflict resolution, Ajaweed, and 
build upon this to mediate in disputes using participatory consensus building. In doing so, 
it has prevented the problems from escalating and put in place mechanisms for better 
management of water. 
 
When the system for sharing the local hafir, (a reservoir for capturing and storing run-off 
water after the rainy season) between Um Zoar and Sakari villages was removed, issues 
over access, planning, and ownership emerged between the two villages, and threated to 
result in armed clashes. In Abu Digeis, a dam designed to capture water in the rainy 
season and disseminate it to the surrounding agricultural lands failed to reach a village at 
the edge of the flood area during a particularly dry year in 2009 and conflict arose. In 
both cases, the village members were brought together to identify the underlying causes 
of their disagreements and come up with a joint solution. In Abu Digeis, the village on 
the outskirts was encouraged to settle for greater access to the resources at the dam.  At 
the hafir, a negotiation and consensus building committee was established and Sakari 
accepted that the management should remain in the hands of Um Zoar, whilst they would 
contribute to the digging.  
 
As water becomes even scarcer in the areas reliant on rain water, conflicts are likely to 
become more widespread here and in other semi-arid and arid areas. Adaptation and 
vulnerability reduction measures must draw on the lessons that El Fashir demonstrates 
regarding the social, political and economic factors involved in competition for natural 
resources and technological solutions. Participatory consensus building is a good 
approach to resolving problems, and if all stakeholders are engaged in a participatory 
manner in the planning for natural resource management, then conflict and violence may 
be avoidable. 
 
Participation for dealing with water in Bangladesh: 
 
The charlands of Bangladesh are precarious islands or embankments made from silt 
deposition on the country�s network of rivers. They are created as the major rivers wind 
their course through the plain, depositing silt and sand on one bank and eroding it on the 
other. The charlands, are therefore particularly flood prone. Yet, because of the 
heightened competition for land in Bangladesh, 7 million of the poorest and most 
marginalized people are forced to live on these temporary locations, and are increasingly 
vulnerable as the rainfall becomes more intense, and glacial run-off in Nepal and Bhutan 



contributes to higher volumes of water passing through the delta. Communities have 
developed strategies for living on the chars, but chronic poverty and isolation from 
support combine regularly with the water hazard, and productive livelihoods can become 
impossible as land is submerged under floodwater for up to two months at a time.  
 
However, as in all situations of vulnerability, those living within the situation have the 
most experience and greatest knowledge of their context and needs, and they will have 
ideas on potential solutions. In order to build on this knowledge, Practical Action worked 
in participation with inhabitants of the charlands in the northern Gaibandha district, in 
order to improve livelihoods and help communities prepare for climate change. At 
participatory consultations, community members expressed their needs and worked 
towards the two broad solutions - linking communities into support networks and 
developing appropriate technologies to maintain livelihoods through flood periods.  
 
Both approaches brought positive outcomes: networks created amongst youth volunteers 
established a disaster warning and response mechanism and a climate change awareness 
campaign, whilst the formation of an �early warning committee� linked the char 
inhabitants into higher level disaster planning, and connected them to local officers for 
fisheries, agriculture and health, which paid off by the provision of training and tree 
plantation and digging of culverts. Communities also identified 11 technologies that 
would assist their livelihoods -  
 
Portable stoves are very cheap to produce and reduce the fuel consumption and smoke 
emissions, yet can be easily moved during flood periods; duck rearing provided 
communities with flood resilient livelihoods (egg production for sale) which can be 
converted into a source of household protein during prolonged flooding. Certain 
technologies were trialled, and proved successful, but were too expensive for one project 
to roll out widely. Raising the plinth on which houses are built enabled homes to stay 
above flood levels, but could not be made available for all due to cost. Steel fish cages, 
which enable households to cultivate fish on the river, were initially too expensive to 
produce in high volumes, but when the steel was replaced with locally-sourced bamboo, 
many more households were able to adopt the technology. The successes of these 
technologies in improving livelihoods on the chars, but they cannot provide a permanent 
solution to the instability of life there.  
 


