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May 19, 2009
Contamination of drinking water in Thar Jath caused by oil industry – field trip delivers scientific proof

After a six day trip to Thar-Jath oilfields in Southern Sudan a German human rights organization presents fresh scientific evidence on contamination of ground water caused by oil companies. 

Singen (Germany), Nairobi -- The drinking water in several villages in the vicinity of the Central Processing Facility (CPF) of Thar Jath is contaminated with chemicals which originate from the oil extraction. Produced water originating from the CPF is proved to be one source of contamination. Another source of contamination are chemicals that are used to enable the drilling process. These chemicals were found in a drilling pit close to an abandoned oil well near the village of Koch. Sign of Hope has collected scientific evidence and is asking both the Government of Sudan and the WNPOC consortium to stop contaminating the area called Sudd, the world’s largest swamplands. 

Sign of Hope has ordered the services of EDI - a German based company special​ized on the rehabilitation of drinking water resources - to scientifically assess the quality of drinking water in the area around the CPF – and to trace possible sources of con​tamination. By doing so Sign of Hope wanted to follow up initial suspicions that arised after Sign of Hope had collected a first set of water samples in February 2008 that indicated that the drinking water in some village was not potable. 

A team composed of Sign of Hope human rights researchers and EDI drinking water specialists stayed in the area of Thar Jath between April 21 and April 26, 2009.

Firstly the team took water samples at ponds containing produced water close to the Thar Jath CPF. The CPF located in Block 5A is run by the WNPOC consortium. Dr. Hella Rüskamp, a senior hydro-geologist with EDI, states that there is scientific evi​dence for a direct link between the produced water found close to the CPF and the contamination of drinking water. Rüskamp says: “Water samples from the surface of the swamplands, from small man made lakes used by locals for personal hygiene and from water wells underwent hydrochemical analysis. Based on this I was able to characterise the water chemism (i.e the characteristical chemical composition).

In November 2008 results of the analysis of another set of water samples showed a difference between surface water and the wells with predominantly harmless drinking water quality in contrast to the contaminated wells for example in Rier village. 

Surface water samples and the good drinking water from wells near Koch and Leer show the naturally occurring hydro-chemism. Both these types of water show a hy​drocarbon dominance and an electrical conductivity (as indicator for salt contents) fulfilling the requirements of the Sudanese Drinking Water Guideline as well as the WHO guideline. By contrast the ionic distribution found in contaminated wells shows a very high salinity with a significant dominance of sodium chloride, with nearly ex​actly the same chemism of the samples of produced water collected adjacent to the CPF. In these samples sodium-chloride constitutes more than 80% of the total min​eral con​centration. The chloride concentrations result from the potassium chloride being a flushing additive in the drilling process or in CPF-processes. The potassium ions are being replaced by sodium and calcium ions: the main contaminants, we found in contaminated drinking water. 

The water from nearby wells like the one in the village of Pakur showed literally the same ionic distribution as the water sample from one of the pits at the CPF. That means that there is a direct correlation between the CPF’s produced water and the contamination of drinking water resources in the vicinity of the CPF. Based on the results of the chemical analysis specifically the wells tested in Duar, Rier, Bow and Pakur are posing a threat to the health of human beings and livestock. Waters from these wells contain high concentrations of lead and/or chromium. People or livestock that drink this water are at risk of permanent dehydration because of diar​rhoea and enrichment of NaCl-salts in the organism. Therefore it is indispensable to depollute the areas and to find sustainable solutions for the disposal of produced water.”

Secondly oil well drilling pits are likely to be an additional source of pollution. The group took a water sample from a pit at an abandoned borehole close to the village of Koch. The water contained several toxic chemicals in considerable concentra​tions. In the Thar Jath and the adjacent Mala oilfield there are at least another 30 drilling sites containing the same or similar chemicals like the group took a sample of. 

Rüskamp fears that these contaminants will find their way into the drinking water: 

“Water samples collected at the pit of an abandoned exploration drilling site showed extremely high concentration of salts and heavy metals like chromium, lead, nickel, cadmium, boron and arsenic. Such highly contaminated sites are an extreme danger for the ecology of the swamplands.”

Sign of Hope’s acting chairman, Klaus Stieglitz, is pressing the Khartoum govern​ment and the WNPOC consortium: “What we presently see in Thar Jath is a human trag​edy. We are specifically urging the WNPOC consortium to properly treat the pro​duced water so that there is not even a risk of seepage into drinking water re​sources. More​over we are asking the WNPOC consortium to immediately rehabilitate the highly contaminated water in the oil well drilling pit north of Koch. These danger​ous chemi​cals must not find their way to drinking water layers. The oil companies have the re​sponsibility to act immediately to stop a looming ecological catastrophe. 

The Government of Sudan must take immediate steps to establish a systematic su​pervision to make sure that the companies operating in the whole of Sudan fully com​ply with the provisions of the Sudanese Drinking Water Standard issued by the Suda​nese Standards and Metrology Organization in 2002. The oil fields of Sudan must not be left as legal no man’s land, at which the Khartoum government turns a blind eye in order to boost the oil business. Drinking water standards already exist, they need to be implemented. 

In that context we call upon the Khartoum government to ensure that the oil compa​nies operating in Sudan fully and unconditionally protect the environment – notably surface and ground water from contamination by toxic chemicals. The oil companies must conduct petroleum operations in accordance with international good oil field practice in terms of health, safety and environmental standards. Drilling water must not be discharged into rivers, swamps and on the ground. 

To secure public health the Government must now improve the quality of drinking water dramatically and at the same time prevent an ecological catastrophe.”

Sign of Hope is a Germany-based interdenominational organisation for human rights and humanitarian assistance. The organisation has Special Consulta​tive Status with the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations. 

For further information and electronically available photographs please contact:

Klaus Stieglitz, Acting Chairman, Hoffnungszeichen – Sign of Hope, Kreuzensteinstr. 18, 

D-78224 Singen, Germany, Phone +49 7731 – 67802, Fax +49 7731 – 67865, 
Mobile: +49 162 416 48 58, stieglitz@sign-of-hope.org, www.sign-of-hope.org











Page 1 

