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Abstract

This paper examines the relationships between socio-economic characteristics and vulnerability and adaptation to malaria and cholera in the Lake Victoria region, Tanzania, with focus on Biharamulo and Muleba Districts, Kagera Region located in the north-western part of Tanzania. This paper also aims at informing policy making related to malaria and cholera in the advent of climate change. A variety of methodologies were employed in the collection and analysis of data for this study, including collection of secondary data, participatory discussions and stakeholder workshop, household interviews and field observations. Data analysis was undertaken using the SPSS software.

Findings from this study show no clear relationships between levels of education and wealth categories and how people perceive the causes and seriousness of malaria, factors that influence its severity and how the disease can be controlled or treated. Furthermore, there is no clear correlation between presence of stagnant water and locations of the homesteads on the landscape and proportion of household members hospitalised due to malaria. These findings demonstrate that occurrence of malaria is associated with multiple factors, other than the terrain features, including climate variability.

It has been established that there are more severe incidences/outbreaks of malaria during the rainy season, usually between September and April, and the period just after the end of the rainy season. This is the period when water is most available for the mosquitoes to breed. During this season mosquitoes find suitable breeding ground in the bean fields where the microclimate is dump and humid and in cut banana stems. 

This study revealed that women, children and the elderly are more vulnerable to malaria mainly because they sleep much earlier in the evening which makes them more vulnerable to incoming mosquitoes and cannot adequately protect themselves from the mosquitoes. Women and children are also exposed to mosquito bites while weeding bean fields. Men, who were reported to spend much of the evenings away from home and return home late in the night, are less exposed to mosquito bites, and consequently less vulnerable to malaria. Although there is an increase in the use of bed nets, many households are unable to buy mosquito nets sufficient for all household members. This was attributed to large household sizes and the low incomes of the households, and thus many people cannot afford buying bed nets for the entire household. Therefore many people are subject to mosquito bite and hence vulnerable to getting malaria. Many people use traditional curative measures (local herbs) for malaria. This appears to be a crucial adaptation strategy particularly given the high poverty level in the area.

Concerning cholera, disease outbreaks were associated with unusually wet seasons. This was attributed to that during the unusually wet seasons, with above average rainfall, where many toilets get flooded and many also collapse because of the sandiness of the soils. This causes the waste from the toilets to spread into the surroundings and often also ending into water bodies, such as the lake. Such waste is the one that spreads cholera organisms. Outbreaks were also associated with not using toilets and poor disposal of other wastes, such as residues from fruits. Despite the fact that only a few households reported to have had encountered cholera during the last outbreaks, it is evident that many people in the cholera area are vulnerable to the diseases particularly because of drinking untreated water. It has been evident also that the community does not have adequate adaptation mechanisms. This situation calls for a need for a rigorous community health education.
