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About these guidelines

These guidelines have been designed to help those involved in the assessment of emergency
water sources to collect relevant information in a systematic way, to use this information to select
a source or sources and to determine the appropriate level of treatment required to make the
water suitable for drinking.

The guidelines, however, are not limited to the selection and treatment of water sources. The
information collected will also be useful for:

■ the design and costing of the water supply system;

■ the ordering of material and equipment;

■ the organization of human resources; and

■ the implementation of the project.

A thorough assessment at an early stage will save valuable time later on.

Specifically, the guidelines will:

■ act as an aide-mémoire to assessors;

■ help to fill any knowledge gaps; and

■ assist in the training of future assessors to undertake this occasional task, allowing them to
learn from past experiences.

The selection tools and guidelines are not a replacement for experience. They should be used
with engineering judgement and intuition gained from experience of emergency responses. They
are not intended to make the assessor a specialist in all the skill areas but to support a basic
understanding. Reference has been made where specialist help may be required (e.g. from a
hydrogeologist or to interpret industrial pollution laboratory results). The assessor will need to
study these documents and preferably have training in their use prior to using them in the field. A
training pack has been developed to support this document and may be obtained from the authors.
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1 What is an ‘emergency’?

Perceptions of what constitutes an ‘emergency’ varies between personnel and between organiza-
tions. Organizations that concentrate on the initial stages of an emergency understandably con-
sider their problems to be paramount whereas those that support affected populations for many
years after the initial event consider the problems of the longer term to be equally important.
These guidelines have been developed to cater for the requirements of both parties and those
holding intermediate views.

Using definitions given in Davis and Lambert, (1995: p1) ‘disasters’ can be either natural or in-
duced by humans. They can be slow or sudden onset and they ‘result in a serious disruption of
society, cause widespread human suffering and physical loss or damage, and stretch the com-
munity’s normal coping mechanisms to breaking point’. ‘The term ‘emergency’ is used to describe
the crisis that arises when a community has great difficulty in coping with a disaster. External
assistance is needed, sometimes lasting for many months, perhaps years’.

Assessors may have to work in a wide variety of scenarios, which include:

■ responses required immediately after the event or some years after;
■ natural or man-made disasters (e.g. flooding, war or chemical disasters);
■ sudden-onset or slow-onset disasters (e.g. earthquake or drought);
■ operational local and national authorities or none;
■ plentiful supply of surface water or an area dependant on groundwater and rainwater;
■ high security risks (especially in conflict areas) or no security problem;
■ serious logistical and resource problems or easy access to resources; and
■ affected populations are displaced or there is limited displacement.

Each of these scenarios will require a different response and will have different constraints. The
guidelines will therefore have to be adapted accordingly.

The term ‘affected population’ has been used to describe refugees, internally displaced persons,
returnees who may be accommodated in temporary camps, and populations whose lives have
been modified by the emergency but who have not been displaced. However, the documents also
refer to ‘local populations’, which infers that the local and affected populations are different. This
differentiation aims to ensure that local communities are not forgotten when there is a displace-
ment into an area. The terms will require adaptation to suit a non-displacement situation where
the affected populations and the local populations are one and the same.

Socio-political, legal, cultural and security issues

Often in emergency situations, the factors which dictate what can be undertaken to provide basic
services are linked to socio-political, legal, cultural or security issues. The guidelines therefore
emphasize these issues. A case study section has been included to describe some of the com-
plex scenarios under which assessors have worked and some responses which were used.
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Figure 1.1 — Stages of ‘emergency’ and supply levels used in these guidelines

Approach

Water source selection in an emergency situation needs a phased or upgrading approach. How-
ever, it is important to recognize that there are constraints to future upgrading, such as:

■ a lack of commitment from the implementing organizations, local and affected populations;
■ a lack of finances (funds are often more widely available in the acute stages of an emergency

than later on); and
■ political restrictions.

Therefore, decisions made in the initial phases of the emergency are likely to affect longer term
options.

These guidelines use the terms ‘survival’ supply (the immediate response to an emergency) and
‘longer term’ supply (subsequent responses including improvements to survival supply and for
the longer term). The survival supply requires quick assessment and decision-making and the
longer term supply requires a more thorough assessment and a more holistic approach. Below
are two alternative descriptions of the stages of an ‘emergency’ and the corresponding terminol-
ogy used in these guidelines. Every emergency is different and the generalizations noted here will
not fit every situation. Specific situations, for example conflicts, may require a significantly longer
period at the survival level of supply, and in other emergencies survival responses may have to be
re-introduced at a later date.
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1 Application

In most emergencies there will be more than one potential water source. The options could in-
clude surface or groundwater near to the site, or tankered or bottled water brought from a dis-
tance. The guideline procedures will encourage the assessor to look at as many source options
as possible, not just the most obvious ones. It may be, however, that there is only one viable
option and in this case the procedures set out in these guidelines will still be useful. They will help
the assessor to identify the requirements to develop the source and to highlight key considera-
tions.  Some assumptions will have to be made during the assessments, particularly in the initial
stages of an emergency, but the number of assumptions should be limited by efficient and logical
information gathering. Any assumptions that are made should be verified as soon as possible.

Guideline user group

The guidelines may be useful to a range of personnel involved in the selection of emergency
water sources and treatment processes. These could include:

■ national or local government personnel from the affected country;

■ field staff from local or international organizations who may have limited previous experience in
this task (field staff would have a basic technical understanding but this may not specifically be
engineering or water related); and

■ senior staff who have significant experience in the assessment process in a range of different
scenarios.

Assessors will usually work within a team comprised of either all nationals or a mixture of national
and international personnel. The effective use of team members for information gathering can
save time. The areas which require investigation are multi-disciplinary and cross over several
fields e.g. health, social and technical. Use should be made of personnel from these disciplines
where they are available.

Although assessments may be undertaken by national or international personnel, reference has
been made in information gathering to the ‘host country’ and the ‘donor country’ to differentiate
when this is the case. The terms will therefore have to be adapted to suit a situation where the
host country and the donor country are one and the same.

Relationship between source selection with other activities

Water source and site selection are interdependent. Which is considered first will depend on the
situation, particularly the political constraints. Ideally the site should be chosen on the basis of the
suitability of the water source but in many cases the water source will have to be chosen in
relation to a particular site.
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1This work focuses on the selection of water sources in relation to a particular site, but obviously
the same procedures can be followed for several sites. The urgency of the decision will be a
restricting factor to the thoroughness of the assessment.

Source selection for drinking water is also affected by, and related to, sanitation,  hygiene prac-
tice, drainage, irrigation and similar activities.  The guidelines point to the need to consider sup-
plementary or ancillary activities where necessary.

In many cases the person evaluating the source and treatment requirements will be also produc-
ing the whole water supply project proposal. Attempts have been made in the guidelines to ac-
knowledge this and to point out to additional information which may be required for this activity.

Completeness of surveys

It is accepted that every emergency situation will be different and the skill level and experience of
the assessor will also vary. Hence, the guidelines are subdivided into sections which can be used
or omitted as appropriate. Not all of the survey information will be collected on each occasion, but
by highlighting its relevance the assessor can at least consider its appropriateness to his / her
situation. Using information from a range of sources allows confirmation or otherwise of initial
findings or assumptions.

The assessment steps as highlighted by the flowcharts S1 and L1 show only one of the many
possible routes to assessment. The procedures have been represented in this way to try and
make the assessor think of how logical and methodical his/her information gathering and deci-
sion-making are and as a guide to possible improvement. The procedures will have to be used
with common sense and adapted to suit specific situations.

Record keeping

Good records should be kept of all gathered information and they should be stored in such a way
that others can access them. Information gathering takes time and hence the assessor (or those
following the assessor) should not have to repeat work because of inefficient record keeping.
The survey sheets included in this document are designed to help with efficient record-keeping.
They may be enlarged from A5 to A4 and further blank sheets attached where space for comple-
tion is inadequate.

Photographs and sketches

Photographs and sketches of water sources and supplies are very useful for decision-making
especially for anyone referring to the survey who was not involved in the initial assessment.
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1 Time targets for assessments

Estimated time to undertake the assessment procedure (including general orientation) starting
from arrival in-country or in-field is:

■ survival supply: 1 – 3 working days
■ longer term supply: 3 – 7 working days

These time periods will not be possible for every scenario but are general targets.

Instructions for use

Section 2 identifies procedures and provides tools for the selection of water sources for survival
supply (usually most appropriate in the initial stages of an emergency). Section 3 identifies proce-
dures and provides tools for the selection of a water source for longer term supply (anything other
than survival supply). Within these sections are procedural flowcharts, selection tools, checklists
for information gathering and survey sheets.

Section 4 contains supporting information on specific issues or assessment procedures.

Section 5 contains a glossary, useful addresses, details of field equipment and a bibliography.

It is suggested that the assessor should read through and become familiar with the contents of
Sections 2 and 3 and only use Sections 4 and 5 when there is a specific query. Not all assessors
will want to use the total contents of Sections 2 and 3. However, specific items, for example the
checklists, may be useful even to experienced assessors, and reading through these sections
may still be a good revision exercise.

To use Sections 2 and 3 follow these five steps:

1. Study the flowchart which highlights the steps that need to be taken to assess water sources.
It identifies how the procedure described in that section fits into the overall programme for
installing an emergency water supply.

2. Study the selection tools to understand what must be considered when selecting a treatment
process and water source.

3. Work through the checklists collecting as much information as possible which is appropriate
to the particular scenario. Record the information on the survey sheets or in another
accessible form.

4. When as much information as possible has been collected, return to the selection tools and
use them as required. If some of the necessary information is not available at the time then
assumptions will have to be made.

5. If additional information later becomes available, the selection should be re-assessed to see
if it needs to be modified.
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