Reconstruction after the rains: a double challenge for the Saharan refugees

In February 2006 severe rains flooded the southwest of Algeria, and 5 months later the situation is improving but remains difficult. 4 refugee camps – S'mara, Ousserd, Layoune and the camp known as the '27 February' have been devastated by the torrential rains. The day after the catastrophe, an estimated 50% of the mud houses had been destroyed and 25% were on the point of collapse, leaving between 50,000 and 60,000 people without shelter. In July 2006, the European Commission has adopted a new decision of €10 million to provide basic assistance for the Sahrawi refugees. This new fund will cover the provision of food, water, other essential services and additionnal shelters. 

	

	Reconstruction: three days of rain has dissolved 30 years of building in brick and 30 years of savings too.
Photo : EC/ECHO/Daniela Cavini


Today, even if the rehabilitation of some homes has been started, a large part of the population is still living in the tents provided the day after the disaster, while many refugees whose houses had been seriously damaged are still waiting for new housing in which to settle down in.

Those that have some money are starting to reconstruct their houses. Re-building a two-roomed house costs nearly €1000 and there are not many who can afford the cost. The disappointment is palpable, three days of rain has dissolved 30 years of building in brick and 30 years of savings too. 

The refugees, the majority of whom found it hard to adapt to living in houses, today seem to have more trust in tents. The scorching heat of summer is approaching and the refugees will have to face the summer in worst possible conditions since their arrival in 1975.

The market areas, devastated by mudslides, have been partially restored but many small shop owners do not have the resources to restart their activities. Many administrative buildings remain greatly damaged. However, work has begun, like in most schools, where children are crammed together but have not missed a class since the weeks immediately following the deluge. 
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	European Commission fundings helped humanitarian organisations to distribute rapidly food, tents, blankets, mattresses and plastic groundsheets.
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The school in the '27 February' camp, perhaps the one most affected by the flooding, is an old creation made from mud. 'On the day of the downpour, an exterior wall completely collapsed' says the headmistress, Fahma Mohammed Lamin Balla, 'after that the interior part soon followed. We were able to save some administrative materials but not much else. We lost lots of didactic materials and equipment. However, the school did not close – we reduced some primary level classes and installed other classes in a tent, but now all children go to school.'

  

The problem of public infrastructure is serious as many school buildings are completely damaged and are in need of serious consolidation works before they can function as before again. The same for community centres and pharmacies, the majority were flooded the day of the downpour. Concerning water and sanitation, the situation seems to be under control – the potential danger of an epidemic outbreak seems to have been contained and vehicles with tanks continue to ensure the distribution of water. 

  

Since 1993, more than €128 million of humanitarian aid and been directed to the Saharan refugees. To respond to the flooding in February, from the day after the disaster, a primary emergency decision was taken by the Commission to the value of €900,000. This amount helped to address the most pressing humanitarian needs. Aid agencies rapidly distributed food, tents, blankets, mattresses and plastic groundsheets. 

The new €10 million decision covers the provision of food, water and sanitation, health, education and shelters.

 

