Water in the Sahel: A Treasured Resource

According to experts, worldwide crop yields will decrease up to 25% by 2050 due to
climate change. This reduction will impact the entire world, but the Sahel region of Africa will
be hit especially hard due to various geographic and socioeconomic factors. If given the
opportunity to address the negative impacts of climate change on world health, I would promote
drip irrigation and other water-saving practices in the Sahel, the wide strip of fertile grassland
directly south of the Sahara desert. This would address the problems of malnutrition and lack of
food security.
I chose to focus on the Sahel because malnutrition, famine, poverty and lack of healthcare
are common there already, and experts predict climate change will have particularly sever
impacts. The Sahel consists of parts of Sudan, Chad, Niger, Mali, Mauritania, Ethiopia, Burkina
Faso, and Senegal. The most recent human development report from the United Nations listed all
eight of these countries as “Low Human Development.” This designation indicates these
countries lack resources to adapt to the imminent impacts of climate change. Adding to their
vulnerability, as much as 80% of the Sahelian residents depend on agriculture for their
livelihood. Furthermore, the Sahel’s population is growing, meaning more people, especially
children, are in need of nourishment.
As if the Sahel’s current struggles aren’t enough, climate change is making vital rains in
the Sahel less reliable. The major droughts of 2005, 2008, 2010, 2012 and 2018 have been linked
to climate change We are seeing the effects of these droughts already. Approximately 6 million
people were severely food insecure in July of 2018. In 2012, one million children were at risk of
starvation. Though worse drought is the probably the main impact of climate change on the
Sahel, other impacts are gathering like storm clouds on the horizon. Now that Sulfate Aerosol
pollution, which indirectly reduces the Sahel’s rainfall, has decreased, we may see more dramatic
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(but less frequent) rainstorms which could cause flooding. The particularly unfair aspect of this
situation is climate change will be felt hardest here, in an area that did very little to cause it.
The good news is the Sahel has plenty of land and potential to improve food production
dramatically. To unleash this potential, farmers need to shift to better, more reliable agriculture
practices. Most farmers in the Sahel rely on rain-fed agriculture. When not enough rain falls
throughout the growing season, this leads to less food and more poverty for millions of hardworking families. Drip irrigation is a widely-recognized, effective solution. It conserves water,
making more crops per drop. Reliably high crop yields mean food security as well as economic
development, which leads to better medical care. When farmers have enough crops to sell their
surplus, they have more money to get medical help when they are sick. Mando Adaye is a
banana farmer in Burkina Faso. In the early 2010s, he was lucky enough to get a drip irrigation
system for his banana trees. “I’m satisfied with drip irrigation” he told Peter Hille from Deutsche
Welle, a German news organization. Using his drip irrigation system, Adaye has cut his water
usage in half since the time he watered his trees with buckets. It is clear that rain is important to
food security and general well-being throughout the Sahel, and climate change is putting this
vital resource in jeopardy.
Drip irrigation is a practical water conservation method, but communities need a water
source to implement it. This could be a nearby body of water, but in rural farming communities
far from natural water sources I would work with local organizations to install solar-powered
wells to make access to water more reliable. These wells could also provide safe drinking water
in places where water is scarce or contaminated. To make a drip irrigation system communities
also need a reservoir, irrigation tubing, and a control system. I would make these with local and
reused materials whenever possible. For instance, 200 liter drums that were once used to ship
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goods can be repurposed to use as irrigation system reservoirs. In addition to installing drip
irrigation, I would educate communities on soil structures (contour bunds, trenches, and semicircle bunds) to slow runoff, retain moisture, and to make the most of the intense rain events that
climate change will bring. To help spread these practices further and promote much-needed
economic development, I would train and employ local young people to educate neighboring
communities.
In summary, water is a scarce but vital rescore in the African Sahel, where the majority of
the population farms for a living. Climate change will decrease the reliability of rainfall, leading
to further food deficit and malnutrition. To help fix this problem, I would spread drip irrigation
further throughout the region and educate farmers on how to make the most of rain. As members
of one of the countries that did the most to cause climate change, we are obligated to help the
people that will be most affected. Helping farmers in the Sahel is a great way to fulfill that
obligation.
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