
Policy Brief Number 5

This Policy Brief examines sanitary conditions in residential dwellings as measured by the presence of animals in the 
house, the location of food preparation, and interviewer observations of the presence of cow dung.

In April 2008, the Environmental Health Survey was conducted with 441 randomly selected households in the 
Kersa Demographic Surveillance System. The survey was designed to document household sanitation conditions 
and practices, and identify areas for health and education interventions. 
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Approximately two-thirds (68%) of households in 
the Kersa study area keep their domestic animals 
inside their dwelling in the evenings (Figure 1). 
This practice is widespread in Ethiopia and is 
motivated by the desire to protect livestock from 
predators and theft. Nevertheless, the presence 
of domestic animals or livestock in the same 
space where families sleep, prepare food, and eat 
represents a significant health risk. Domestic 
animals attract fleas and flies, which are a source 
of discomfort and transmit many diseases to 
humans (see Policy Brief Number 3). 

In addition, the preparation of food in the space 
where animals sleep at night increases the risk of 
food and water contamination from direct 
contact with animal excreta as well as indirectly 
through contact with flies. Forty-three percent of 
households in the study area prepare their food 
in the space where their animals are kept in the 
evening (Figure 2). Members of these households 
are exposed not only to the health risks 
associated with smoke from cooking fires (see 
Policy Brief Number 4), but also to the added risk 
of food contamination.

Only one-fifth (21%) of households in the study 
area have no animals in their living space and 
have a kitchen that is separate from their primary 
living area.
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Figure 1. Households with Animals Present Inside in the 
Evening

Figure 2. Presence of Animals by Location of Cooking
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The Kersa Demographic 
Surveillance System was 
established in September 2007 in 
Kersa district, Eastern Hararge 
zone, Oromia region, Ethiopia to 
collect demographic data on 
fertility, mortality, migration, and 
marital status. The surveillance 
system includes approximately 
10,250 households and 48,000 
individuals. Occasional sample 
surveys drawn from the Kersa DSS 
population have examined nutrition, 
reproductive health, environmental 
health, HIV/AIDS, health-seeking 
behavior and health care utilization. 

Kersa surveillance activities are 
coordinated by staff from the 
Faculty of Health Sciences at 
Haramaya University.
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Cow Dung and Other Indicators of the Presence of Animals in Dwellings

The interviewers for the Environmental Health Survey were required to 
record any visible signs of the presence of domestic animals in the dwelling 
at the time of the interview. The interviewers reported seeing some 
indication that animals were kept in the house in 79% of the households 
who reported keeping their animals inside at night. More specifically, they 
reported seeing cow dung in 63% of the households that kept animals 
inside at night. 

Livestock are a treasured possession for rural Ethiopians and the common 
practice of keeping animals  at night in the same space where families 
sleep is an indication of the value of livestock. However, the presence of 
domestic animals in close proximity to living and cooking space poses a 
serious health risk. Ideally, households w0uld develop a separate space for 
keeping their animals in the evening, but this may not be a practical option 
for many households. There are other measures that households can take 
to reduce their exposure to these health risks. Removing excreta from 
animals and other wastes every morning is one action that will reduce the 
prevalence of flies and the risk of food and water contamination. Locating 
food preparation in a separate kitchen is another option. A very first step 
for public health workers is raising awareness of the health risk posed by 
keeping animals in the same space where families sleep, cook, and eat.


