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By Alexander van Geen,
Kazi Matin Ahmed
and Joseph H. Graziano

INCE tube wells became
popular as a source of
drinking water in Bangla-
desh in the 190's, tens of
millions of people have
been slowly poisoned by

arsenic. Exposure to arsenic from the
contaminated wells is projected to
double the mumber of cancer deaths in
Bangladesh in the next two w0 three
decades.

Potential solutions to the crisis
have received less attention than the
Itis time to plan a course of

action that takes into account the cur-
rent reliance on tube wells since a
wholesale rejection of their use in
Bangladesh isn't realistic at this time.
Faor now, we should focus on a feasible

strategy that is relatively in Sive
yet coan greatly improve the of
millions of Bangladeshis.

More than 10 million tube wells
have been installed in Bangladesh
since aid organizations started pro-
moting groundwater as a safer al-
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ternative to polluted stream or pond
water that exposed consumers o po-
tentially lifethreatening illnesses like
diarrheal diseases. The vast majority
of these wells are privately owned,
demonstrating that Bangladeshi fam-
ilies have been willing to spend sev-
eral months of income on a reliable,
nearby source of water that is not con-
taminated by human or animal waste.

The data already is available to
make the best possible use of those
aquifers that are low in arsenic in-
stead This option is preferable toones
that are more costly, require more
maintenance or are vulnerable to con-

Safe drinking water
is within reach.

Larrnin At ion.

In a program sponsored by the
World Bank, Unicef and other organ-
izations, nearly five million wells in
the most affected halfl of the country
have been tested for arsenic. Approxi-
mately one-third of the tested wells
are considered unsafe ; but thankfully,
inmany villagesunsafe wells are near
a safe well. Follow-up surveys have
shown that about one-third of the
households with an unsafe well were
able to switch to a neighboring safe
well in response Lo lest resulls.

What can be done to provide safe

walter to the remaining 12 million peo-
ple who continue to rely on their poi-
soned wells for drinking and cooking?
It turns out that safe groumdwater is
reachable in most villages of Bangla-
desh The information available from
the testing program can distinguish
those villages where local drilling
teams can manually install a safe
community well from those where a
mechanized rig with the ability to go
will have to be called in For
the villages that do not already have
enough safe wells that can be shared,
the installation of roughly 50,000 com-
munity wells could alleviate much of
the problem at a cost of appros-
mately $50 million

The community-based structure of
the large, successful nongovernmen-
talorganizations operating in Bangla-
desh is well suited to directing the in-
stallation of community wells by local
teams of drillers, while a centralized
govemment program may be needed
for installing deeper wells.

An equally important task that
could be taken on primarily by non-
governmental organizations is the es-
tablishment of a countrywide, perma-
nent well-testing service available at
the village level. A small fraction of
safe wells will become tainted over
time, not because an entine aquifer be-
comes contaminated but because
shallow groundwater with elevated
arsenic levels can enter through
faulty connections between a well's
plastic pipes. The cost of testing —
about 50 cents per (st — could be paid
for by communities and households.

This plan does not rule gut other op-

also have access to safe water from a
athome.
n the meantime, a safe, regularly
tegted com munity well in the center of

quickly throughout the country. [m}




