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The Role of NGOs and media in the Nile Basin Initiative

The case of the DRC part of the Nile Basin

by  Octave Kambale JUAKALI,

Executive Secretary of the Nile Basin Observatory,

Democratic Republic of Congo

Background

An organized society distinguish itself by its concern to communicate. Nowadays, information is recognized as a human right at the same level as the right for life, food, education, job, health and so on. Therefore, Information about water resources is a right for riparians. In some Nile Basin countries, mainly in Democratic Republic of Congo, information about water has, for a long time, been considered as a matter of national security. A “state secret” people are not allowed to familiar with. As media professionals and NGO activists, our role is to advocate the right for water riparians to be informed and aware of what they can expect from their status as riparians, of their responsibilities vis-à-vis the management of the ecosystems and their right to benefit from water resources.  My paper, will focus on the Role of NGOs and Media in the Nile Basin Initiative. I will talk about the case of the Democratic Republic of Congo, a country with lots of paradoxes. A sufficiently irrigated country with three basins (Nile, Congo and Shiloango) but with poor people, under-developed and, above all, under-informed about water resources.

1. A crucial paradox 
The problem is mainly the lack of hydroelectric power. Imagine 7 million of Congolese, Nile Basin riparian, piled up on 27000 km2, or nearly 300 per km2, living in a generalized poverty while they sit on a mattress of unexploited (or under-exploited) natural resources (gold, diamond, Colton, niobium, oil...). They live in the total darkness at night whereas the area holds a hydrographic richness likely to generate quantities of electric power. They stagnate in chronic underdevelopment and deprived of drinking water whereas they live at the edge of water: two lakes (Edward and Albert) connected by a large river (Semliki). The effects of this demographic pressure on the ecosystems are quite simply catastrophic. Whole forest reserves have disappeared for the benefit of  houses and farms. Those which still survive are likely to undergo the same fate. 

This picture paints the unexplainable dramatic condition of the bordering populations of the Congolese part of the Nile Basin, practically living in mud houses, on the mountainous reefs of the North-East of the Democratic Republic of Congo (altitude, 2000 m). The populations whose area produces 6 to 10% of total water of the Nile Basin practically without benefiting from the real advantages of the water resources. 

Our role as NGOs is to try to solve these paradoxes we are daily facing in Equatorial Lakes. The coexistence between drastic poverty and under-development of riparian with a high potentiality of sustainable development within the Nile Basin. A deep lack of communication between policy makers, scientists, NGOs and stakeholders. We have to  explain a lot of questionings, such as the maintenance of the ecosystem or the direct link between the forest and the permanent presence of water. What is easily comprehensive in scientific fora like this 3rd Session of World Water Forum is not so easy to explain to people who daily suffer from hunger, drinking water scarcity and darkness. To women who, early morning, have to leave their kids to the forest to cut wood for domestic purpose. To women who have to go far from their houses to collect drinking water, generally by  bad weather. In any case, the ecosystem is unique target. For different reasons. Should I mention the destructive impact of dwellings constructions on the ecosystem?

We campaigned a lot against deforestation. The problem is that people cannot do anything other than cutting wood for domestic energy and houses building. We had to explain the importance of the conservation of nature. One third of the congolese Nile Basin is occupied by the Virunga National Park, formally Albert National Park. Created in 1925 by Belgians, during the colonial rule, the park obliged people to live on the mountains, far from the fertile land around Lake Edward, preventing them to catch wild animals and fish. It entirely covers lake Edward and Semliki River which connects Lake Edward to Albert. Besides, this park is classified  “World patrimony” by UNESCO. In other words, more than one third of the Congolese part of the Nile Basin is prohibited to use for the bordering populations. Furthermore , a treaty, signed on May 9, 1906, between Belgium and the United Kingdom, prohibited any utilization of water of the Semliki river in order to prevent the diminution  of the quantity of water and to deteriorate water quality downstream. Let us discover this article III of the agreement: "The Government of the independent state of the Congo undertakes not to construct, or allow to be constructed, any work over or near the Semliki or Isango river which would diminish the volume of water entering Lake Albert except in agreement with the Sudanese Government". This treaty, from the energy point of view, handicaps the development of the bordering populations. 

Due to the demographic pressure, this people doesn’t understand why they cannot cut wood and build houses in the national park. Even if they cannot build houses in the national park, they nevertheless need wood in any case. I can confirm that we have somehow succeed in convincing people not to cut wood in the forest reserves. We had begun another campaign of discouraging farmers and other people from squatting the forest reserves.  Unfortunately the 1996 war stopped this campaign.

2. Dramatic under-information

Our target as communication professionals is local stakeholders, generally rural peasants, illiterate or semi-literate. In my opinion, public awareness of water sector issues should begin at school. In central Africa, mostly in Democratic Republic of Congo, in its north-eastern part, the Nile Basin, history handbooks in primary and secondary education generally teach young boys and girls how much the Nile river is crucial for Egypt. Unfortunately, these handbooks rarely establish the link between the Nile in Egypt and its various sources in Equatorial lakes. For these young people, the Nile belongs to the history and  geography of Egypt only and not to the history and geography of Congo, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi which constitute a significant part of the river sources. Thus, this deficit of information in Congolese schoolbooks constitute a serious gaps in intellectual training of youth concerning their involvement  in the Nile Basin community. These young people grow up without necessarily knowing that they take part in the daily life of the Nile Basin through their daily activities and that this implies a consequent behaviour. 

Need for fast impact projects 

We have to face a lot of questionings of the population such as "And what next after all these ecological constraints ? ". In other words “What do you provide in compensation?” What we can do is to explain that through Nile Basin initiative, Governments involved had already identified some majors development projects for financing. But as you can imagine, people want to see concrete actions with visible impacts. As you know, people are not trustful in governmental promises. Particularly in the North-Eastern Congo, too far from the capital city, Kinshasa at more than 2500 km.  Consequently, NGOs need some help from the funding organizations in order to finalize some of their own projects with fast impact. 

In my opinion, media’s role in mobilization for development is interdependent of NGOs’, as media convey the NGOs’ message to the target. In other words, NGOs cannot succeed in their action if they are not assisted by media. 

In a keynote in Washington DC, November 7, 2002, the World Bank writes "… a free press can reduce poverty and stimulate the economic development in the poor countries but such an operation depends on the existence of the independence and the quality of the press, of its ability to reach a large audience". On the same chapter, James D. Wolfensohn, president of the World Bank writes that "to solve poverty, we must release the access to information and promote his quality. A population more informed has the capacity to better choose. A free press is not the prerogative of the only rich countries. It is the heart of an equitable development ". 

These two quotations explain not only the importance of media in the action we have to implement for the development of the Nile Basin populations but also towards the condition of media in poor countries. We are happy to know that this problem of communication is taken in heart by the Nile Basin Initiative in its "Shared Vision program". We are also happy to raise in this same program, the NBI concerns about its own marketing in the Nile Basin countries. Unfortunately, this marketing is inefficient. In Democratic Republic of Congo, the Nile Basin Initiative is only known of some initiated people, members of ministries and NGOs involved in environmental and water sectors. In my belief, the Congolese government doesn’t do enough to advertise  the organization and NBI doesn’t make enough efforts to be known by the stakeholders. 

Wars and ethnic conflicts

The actual circumstances do not allow Congolese media to open out and answer the role NBI would expect from them. The Congolese part of the Nile Basin is located in the heart of ceaseless wars and ethnic heavy and bloody fights between Hema and Lendu tribes in Ituri district around Lake Albert. Any action cannot be planned this area as far as this situation is going on.  Can the present forum hold a diplomatic action in this field? These disturbances have destroyed confidence between these ethnic groups and between Nile Basin community members. 

But, as you can imagine, we don’t have the necessary tools or equipments to usefully reach our  achievements. These wars destroyed lots of infrastructures. Lots of newspapers died, either by impossibility for the company to ensure normal and regular circulation, or had to close for political reasons. Unfortunately, In NBI "long-term Communication Draft", no mention is made on these media which nevertheless have a great capacity of social mobilization. The still existing media need rehabilitation and capacity reinforcement in order to better answer the mission Nile Basin initiative expects from them.

Recommendations

Thus, in order to guarantee the effectiveness of our action within the framework of the Nile Basin Initiative, we suggest these following recommendations: 

A- For NGOs:

· access to international funds in order to relaunch agriculture and fisheries in Congolese part of the Nile Basin. This implies agriculture equipments and electricity power in remote areas. 

· training of trainers in water resources sector

· free access to Semliki water resources through the renegotiation of the 1906 treaty signed by Belgium and Great Britain.

· access to hydroelectricity for all in the Nile Basin.


B- for the media:

· facilitation of private ownership of all types of media including newspapers, radio and TV stations with particular attention to community-based radio stations with no censorship and reinforcement of existing structures. In the case of DRC, some printing units should be useful. 

· affectation of World Bank  long-term communication funding to NGOs

· training of journalists and NGOs activists in the field of communication for development.

· implementation and funding of NBI shared Vision Program.

· universal uncensored access to the Internet by adoption of Internet for all. Solar energy will be necessary in this case, mostly in remote areas.

· free access to international television programs.

In short, in DRC, thanks to God, we have what is needed downstream: Water and forest in appreciated quantity. What we need is help to keep this ecosystem safe, efficient and eternal.
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