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Water and Environmental 
Sanitation Needs of Kibera 
A needs assessment in a spawling informal settlement in 
Nairobi, Kenya reveals that water and sanitation services are 
a priority for the urban poor. 
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Introduction 
This Field Note highlights findings of a Rapid 
Needs Assessment carried out in Kibera, an 
Informal settlement in Nairobi, Kenya. 

The study was commissioned by the UNDP­
'Horld Bank Regional Water and Sanitation 
Group for East and Southern Africa (RWSG­
ESA), as part of technical assistance to the 
Nairobi City Council's (NeC) Water and Sew­
erage Department. This assistance supported 
the preparation and implementation of the 
Kibera Water Distribution Infilling Component 
(KWDIC). 

The KWDIC is a component of the Third Nai­
robi Water Supply Project (TNWSP) aimed at 
developing and testing community-based op­
tions for improving water supply in Kibera . 

The TNWSP is being implemented by the 
Nairobi City Council with funding from the 
World Bank, African Development Bank and 
other donors. Among other activities, it in­
cludes the development of a dam, treatment 
and storage works, expansion of the water 

A typical street in Kibera - open drainage 

distribution network, desludging of sewerage 
treatment ponds and rehabilitation of sewer 
lines. 

The Rapid Needs Assessment provides a situ­
ation analysis of water and urban environ­
mental sanitation as perceived by the Kibera 
community. It complements information gath­
ered through a Water Kiosk Study (see sepa­
rate Field Note) conducted by RWSG-ESA. 

The Assessment generated information on is­
sues, priorities and key actors in the settle­
ment. 

Background 
With an estimated population of 500,000, 
the Kibera informal settfement is home to a 
quarter of the population of the City of 
Nairobi. The settlement covers an area of 
about 250 hectares, which works out to a 
density of 2,000 people per hectare. This 
makes Kibera one of the most densely popu­
lated informal settlements in subSaharan 
Africa. 

One of the key problems facing the Kibera 
community is inadequate infrastructure com­
pounded by lack of a clear policy frame­
work and effective programs for meeting 
the needs of the residents of informal settle­
ments. Poor water supply and sanitation are 
among the most serious infrastructural prob­
lems. 
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Rank by Number of Villages 

Environmental Problems 

Water 

Excreta Disposal 

Drainage 

Solid Waste Management 

Rank 1 

4 

5 

-

-

Rank 2 

1 

2 

3 

3 

Rank 3 Rank 4 

3 1 

2 

2 4 

2 4 

Community Priorities 
Residents in the various villages ranked the 
priority urban environmental sanitation lUES) 
problems differently. Excreta disposal was 
ranked first in 5; and water supply in 4, of the 
9 villages. Drainage and solid waste man­
agement were each ranked second in 3 of 
the 9 villages. Other community priorities in­
cluded roads, hospitals, schools, security/ 
street lighting and electricity. 

Excreta Disposal 
Excreta disposal was the highest priority in 5 
of the 9 villages. There are no sewered toi­
lets in Kibera and most of the households have 
traditional pit latrines. These are inadequate 
and fill up quickly. limited access to exhauster 
services has rendered about 30 percent of 
the latrines unusable. 

• 	 The shortage of pit latrines is brought 
about by lack of space for new construc­
tion and landlords who are unwilling to 
incur the extra expense. Most of the groups 
indicated that upto 150 people share a 
pit latrine. 

• 	 Lack of adequate latrines forces residents 
to use alternative means of excreta dis­
posal, such as polythene bags referred to 
as "flying toilets" (wrap and throw method). 
These are commonly used at night when 
residents consider it insecure to use latrines 
outside. Majority of the groups (69 per­
cent) use flying toilets . 

• 	 Lack of exhauster facilities. Efforts to ex­
haust latrines are complicated by lack of 
access roads. An experimental exhauster 
service (vacu-tug) by KWAHOI currently 
serves a small portion of the community . 

• 	 80 percent of the latrines are emptied 
manually by directing waste water into the 
drainage channels. Others are simply cov­
ered and abandoned . 

• 	 There are few communal latrines in Kibera 

and availability has been made worse by 
influential landlords who seized commu­
nal latrines built by NGOs for exclusive 
use by their tenants 

Community suggestions on actions to 
improve excr eta disposal and man­
agement 

• 	 Improve access to make pit latrines acces­
sible for exhauster services 

Pit latrine exhauster (vacu-tug) at work 

• 	 Landlords should be required to provide 
adequate latrines for their tenants. 

• 	 Payment for the use of communal latrines 
should be introduced. 

Water Supply 
Water supply was the highest priority in the 
remaining 4 villages. Issues associated with 
water include, its source, cost, availability and 
distribution . Access and availability of water 
is limited, and frequent shortages contribute 
to an increase in prices, distance walked and 
time spent. 

• 	 Shortages result from rationing by the NCC 
and burst pipes. Most burst pipes are low 
quality PVC laid above the ground surface. 

• 	 The majority of kiosks are owned by indi­
viduals . Most of the water kiosks owned 
by groups were established with the sup­
port of KWAHO. 

I KWAHO stands for kenya Water for Health Organization, a national NGO operating in Kibera. 



Causes af Water Shartages in Kibera 
Ranked by frequency of reporting 

Cause of shortage No. of groups reporting 

Burst pipes 36 

Rationing 31 

Low pressure 9 

NCC maintenance 8 

Drought 7 

Vandalism 6 

Small pipes 5 

High demand 4 

General diversion 7 

Do not know 2 

NCC disconnections 2 

Storage 1 

• 	 90 percent of the residents are willing to 
pay for the establishment of additional 
water kiosks. 

• 	 The unit price per m3 that Kibera residents 
pay for water is ten times more than what 
is paid by residents of middle and high 
income areas in Nairobi. When supply is 
reliable water retails at Kshs. 2-3 per 18 
litre jerrican. This increases to Kshs. 5-20 
during shortages. 

• 	 Residents, particularly women and children 
spend valuable time queuing for water. Dur­
ing acute shortages, queuing time may go 
up to 4 hours . Although availability of 
water increases at night, the risk of being 
mugged is also higher. . 

• 	 Most pipes supplying water to kiosks are 
of small diameter. This limits the volume 
of water available through these outlets. 

Community suggestions on actions to 
improve water supply 

• 	 Distribution pipes with a larger diameter 
should be laid to increase the volume of 
water available . 

• 	 Establish group water kiosks to increase 
stability of water prices. 

• 	 Establish more water user groups to man­
age the distribution of water within the com­
munity. 

Solid Waste Management 
Solid waste management was rated the sec­
ond highest priority in 3 of the 9 villages. There 
is no regular solid waste collection within the 
settlement. Most residents dispose off solid 
waste by dumping it in open drains, along 
the railway line and in pit latrines. The closest 
collection point is on the main road outside 
the settlement. 

• 	 lack of facilities for garbage disposal leads 
to haphazard disposal of refuse. 

• 	 Most households burn their garbage. 

• 	 Burning of garbage during dry seasons is 
risky especially due to congestion of 
houses. This also contributes to respira­
tory ailment. Children also contract other 
diseases by playing in the dumps. 

• During the wet season, solid waste is 
washed into compounds in low lying ar­
eas and blocks the drains. 

• Recycling and composting activities are 
limited due to mixing of organic and inor­
ganic solid waste. 

Overflowing dumpster on the outskirts of 
seillement 

Community suggestions on actions to 
improve solid waste management 

• 	 Collection points should be sited in all vil­
lages. 

• 	 Residents are willing to pay for private sec­
tor garbage collection . 

• 	 NCC or the private garbage collectors 
should transfer waste to the main NCC 
dump site on a regular basis. 



Liquid Waste and Drainage 
Lack of facilities for disposal of waste and 
storm water was rated second highest prior­
ity in 3 of the 9 villages. Most streams run­
ning through the settlement carry polluted 
water from a combination of sources, includ­
ing sullage, pit latrine waste and drainage. 
Much of this is received by the Nairobi Dam, 
which lies at the foot of the settlement. 

• 	 The drainage system in the settlement is 
comprised of shallow open natural drains 
(50 percent), man-made drains (1 1 per­
cent) and a combination of both (39 per­
cent). 

• 	 Residents do not like open drains which 
are easily blocked by solid waste and are 
a safety and health hazard. Blocked drains 
were a source of conflict between neigh­
bours. 

• 	 75 percent of the residents bathe inside 
their living rooms . Sullage from bathing, 
washing clothes and utensils is also emp­
tied into the drains. 

• 	 Drinking water is contaminated by infiltra­
tion of liquid waste and overflowing la­
trines into burst pipes. 

• 	 Community members in the lower sections 
of Kibera are the most seriously affected 
by flooding . This is caused by a combina­
tion of runoff and storm water flowing from 
the upper villages, and construction of 
houses in the flood plain. 

Health and Hygiene 
Most health problems cited by residents are 
directly or indirectly associated with the qual­
ity of water and environmental sanitation . The 
top four illnesses indicated by the community 
are malaria, diarrhoea, intestinal worms and 
vomiting . 

There are no public sector health services avail­
able in the settlement. Private health service 
providers are expensive and beyond the reach 
of most of the residents. 

Community Based 

Organizations (CBOs) 


There are over 250 CBOs in Kibera, 
established as self-help groups and reg­
istered with the Department of Social 
Services. In the environmental sanita­
tion sector, these organizations, mainly 
the village health groups, are involved 
in weekly clean-up activities. They are 
involved in clearing solid waste from 
drains, community managed water ki­
osks and solid waste recycling. Most 
CBOs receive funding, training and 
technical support from NGOs. 

Institutions 
A total of 57 institutions were identified dur­
ing the assessment. Out of them, 31 were 
interviewed. They included 13 churches, 7 
schools, 6 medical centres, 3 CBOs and 2 
NGOs. A majority of the institutions were 
church-based . Many of the institutions under­
took development activities at the request of 
the community. The survey of institutions re­
vealed almost 100 percent overlap in the 
needs identified by the 99 self-help groups. 

Study Methodology 
Information on the needs of the resi­
dents was obtained through individual 
interviews, and focus group discussions 
(FGDs) with 99 groups. The FGDs 
were held with 11 groups in each vil­
lage consisting of 2 women groups, 2 
youth groups, 2 CBOs and 4 individual 
residents and landlords randomly se­
lected. 

The study assessed community priori­
ties in general and collected more spe­
cific information on water, excreta dis­
posal, solid waste, wastewater, drain­
age, health and hygiene issues in the 
settlement. The full report of the find­
ings is available from RWSG-ESA 
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