
Policy Brief Number 27

This Policy Brief examines three practices that compromise household sanitation in rural households: the practice of 
bringing farm animals into the family’s dwelling at night, cooking and sleeping in the same room, and not using soap 
when washing hands.

Based on data from Round 1 of the Jimma Longitudinal Family Survey of Youth conducted between September 
2005 and March 2006
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Over two-thirds of rural households in the Jimma 
study area bring the farm animals inside to where 
the family sleeps at night. This is a widespread 
practice in rural Ethiopia, motivated by the desire 
to protect livestock from predators and theft. 
However, having animals or livestock in the same 
space where families sleep represents a significant 
health risk. Farm animals carry fleas and their 
feed and excreta attract flies and rats, which 
transmit disease to humans. 

Approximately one-third of rural households cook 
and sleep in the same space. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) identifies exposure to smoke 
from indoor cooking fires as a major health risk, 
particularly for women and children (see Policy 
Brief 26).

Another common practice in rural areas that 
exposes households to health risks is the failure to 
use soap when washing hands. More than one-
third of rural households do not use soap when 
washing hands.

Preparing food in the same space where 
animals sleep at night also increases the risk 
of food and water contamination directly from 
contact with animal excreta, as well as 
indirectly through contact with flies. Around 
one-fifth of rural households keep animals 
inside at night in the same area where the 
family sleeps and cooks. Members of these 
households are exposed to multiple health 
risks associated with pest infestations, food 
and water contamination, and smoke from 
cooking fires.

Farm Animals, Cooking Space, and the Use of Soap
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Jimma Zone in Ethiopia

The Jimma Longitudinal 
Family Survey of Youth

The Jimma Longitudinal Family 
Survey of Youth (JLFSY) began 
in 2005. It is representative of 
Jimma Town, the small towns of 
Yebu, Serbo, and Sheki, and 
nearby rural areas. The stratified 
sample includes 3700 
households and 2100 boys and 
girls ages 13 to 17, yielding 
about 700 adolescents each for 
Jimma Town, the small towns, 
and the rural areas. Household 
data were collected from the 
household head or the spouse of 
the head. Adolescents were 
directly interviewed. 
Questionnaire data were 
collected by trained interviewers 
in the Amharic and Oromifa 
languages.

The JLFSY is an interdisciplinary 
effort by specialists in 
epidemiology, community 
health, biostatistics, 
demography, sociology, and 
economics. The study examines 
critical challenges that youth 
face such as health, education 
and training, employment and 
earnings, forming families, and 
becoming productive citizens. A 
special focus of the study is on 
key sources of support for youth 
as they meet these challenges 
including parent and kin 
investments, household 
resources, parent and kin 
guidance, local community 
infrastructure, and informal 
support networks.
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Policy Recommendations

Location of Farm Animals and Use of Soap

The health risks associated with sharing sleeping and living 
space with farm animals is compounded when families do not 
use soap for hand washing. Fifteen percent of rural households 
fall into this category. Sharing living space with farm animals 
increases the risk of hand contact with animal excreta. In such 
households, the failure to use soap for hand washing places the 
family members at an elevated risk for gastrointestinal illnesses 
and other illnesses transmitted through contact with animal 
waste.

Many rural households with farm animals have few practical 
options for protecting their livestock at night other than keeping 
them indoors. While this practice poses a number of health risks, 
there are a number of protective measures that households can 
take to decrease these risks. The area can be sweep clear of 
animal and food waste everyday to reduce the danger of pest 
infestations and hand contact with excreta. Keeping the area 
clean is especially important if households are also cooking in 
the same area. Where possible households should move cooking 
to a separate area, or at the very least ensure an adequate level 
of ventilation in the cooking area to reduce exposure to smoke 
from cooking fires. In addition, using soap for hand washing is 
especially critical when families are sharing sleeping and cooking 
space with farm animals. 
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