Silver lining 

From The Economist, Feb. 5-11, 2000

CATCHING a cloud might seem as tricky a task as trying to bottle a rainbow. But the residents of Caleta Chungungo, a mountain village in one of the driest regions of northern Chile, have found a way of doing it. They are able to wring water from an otherwise stingy sky by trapping it in nets. 

Unlike its neighbours in the surrounding valleys, Caleta gets little relief from nearby rivers carrying water from the Andes to the sea. Even worse, the town lies in the path of the Pacific anticyclone. This normally keeps the local rainfall below 700mm a year. As a result, Caleta’s 350 villagers have had to rely on truckloads of water from elsewhere to keep them going—water that comes at too high a price for most of the farmers who are trying to eke out a living from the place. 

Caleta was drying up and emptying out until a coalition of Chilean environmental groups, Canadian researchers and international funding agencies decided to make use of the town’s most valuable asset: Chamanchaca, a low-lying cloud that passes over the place almost every night. They have set 86 “nets”—nylon-mesh-covered panels roughly the size of advertising billboards—on a mountainside in order to tap Chamanchaca as it passes. 

Droplets of water from the cloud condense on the mesh—which provides a large surface area for them to do so. When they are big enough, they fall through the holes and are channelled into reservoirs, where the accumulated fluid is filtered and chlorinated before consumption. On a good day, a single panel can capture 700 litres of water. The whole arrangement provides around 300,000 litres a month, equivalent to roughly 30 lorries’ worth. At a third of a cent per litre, the cloud-capture system is a fifth as expensive as water shipped in from afar. 

This easy and affordable source of water has helped to stem the flow of farmers from Caleta, according to Benjamin Quijandria, a Latin America specialist at the International Fund for Agricultural Development in Rome, which helped to finance the project. Commercial grape growers in nearby valleys are taking an interest too—trying to scale the pilot project up in order to reduce their high irrigation costs. Manna may come from heaven, it seems, but you need a net to catch it. 
