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VLQN�KDV�UXQ�GU\��ΖPDJLQH�ȵXVKLQJ�\RXU�WRLOHW�DQG�QRWKLQJ�
KDSSHQV��7R�SUHSDUH�GLQQHU�IRU�\RXU�IDPLO\��\RX�ȴUVW�
need to journey for miles to fetch your water. Imagine 

WKH�SUREOHP�QHYHU�JHWWLQJ�ȴ[HGȃD�GDLO\�UHDOLW\�WUDSSLQJ�
\RX�LQ�D�YLFLRXV�F\FOH�DHFWLQJ�\RXU�KHDOWK��ZHDOWK��DQG�
well-being. 

The truth is, water insecurity isn’t just an issue 

DHFWLQJ�GHYHORSLQJ�FRXQWULHV�IDU�DZD\ȃLWȇV�ULJKW�KHUH�
in our backyard. The United States, the world’s most 

prosperous democracy, has a hidden water crisis: More 

than 2.2 million people nationwide live without running 

water or proper sanitation at home. At least 44 million 

more lack safe, clean drinking water. 

Without working toilets, households in Appalachia 

DUH�IRUFHG�WR�ȵXVK�VHZDJH�LQWR�QHDUE\�VWUHDPVȃ
sometimes an important source of drinking water for 

their community—causing outbreaks of illness. Families 

on the Navajo Nation drive miles to haul drinking water, 

which they ration for weeks at a time, while people in 

Texas border colonias often spend more than a third of 

their monthly income on trucked deliveries of water that 

may not even be potable. 

This is the water access gap—where millions of 

Americans struggle to meet their basic needs every day. 

Our organization, DigDeep, is built on the 

fundamental belief that all Americans have the right to 

VDIH�DQG�DRUGDEOH�UXQQLQJ�ZDWHU�LQ�WKHLU�KRPHV��2XU�

Hauling spring water in McDowell County, West Virginia. Source: DigDeep.
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IRXQGHU�DQG�&(2��*HRUJH�0F*UDZ��VWDUWHG�WKH�QRQSURȴW�
in 2011 to advance this work in East and West Africa. In 

2014, a supporter asked DigDeep to use her donation 

to bring clean water to families on the Navajo Nation 

in New Mexico. That request opened our eyes to this 

domestic crisis, which is growing on Native nations, in 

economically distressed cities and towns, and in border 

communities. DigDeep immediately shifted gears to 

focus on the human right to clean water here at home. 

DigDeep’s community-led projects bring clean running 

water and working toilets to American homes. We also 

invest in research, advocacy, and workforce development 

WR�FORVH�WKH�ZDWHU�JDS�RQFH�DQG�IRU�DOO��:HȇUH�WKH�ȴUVW�
QRQSURȴW�IRFXVHG�RQ�VROYLQJ�WKH�ZDWHU�FULVLV�LQ�WKH�
United States.
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Living without taps and toilets has a very real 

economic impact—both for families and for the nation 

at large. Our team at DigDeep recently released 

an economic study, Draining: The Economic Impact 
of America’s Hidden Water Crisis, that calculates the 

VLJQLȴFDQW�HHFWV�RI�WKH�ZDWHU�DFFHVV�JDS�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�
States. It shows how extending water and sanitation 

access to every home in the United States can create 

VLJQLȴFDQW�HFRQRPLF�UHWXUQV�
7KH�ZDWHU�DFFHVV�JDS�KDV�ULSSOH�HHFWV�DFURVV�

the economy, our collective health, the labor market, 

DQG�MXVWLFH�IRU�GLVDHFWHG�FRPPXQLWLHV��(DFK�\HDU�
that this gap remains open, the U.S. economy loses 

a staggering $8.58 billion, or an average $15,800 per 

impacted household per year. Past investments in 

water infrastructure excluded many Indigenous tribes, 

communities of color, immigrant communities, low-

income communities, and rural areas. 

Today, race is the strongest predictor of water and 

plumbing access. Native American households are 

19 times more likely to lack complete plumbing than 

White households, and African American and Latinx 

households are nearly twice as likely. 

����0$3�5�0+��.+/,!.%05��* ����+.!��1/0��101.!
While this reality might 

seem dire, there’s hope for a 

better future. Our research 

ȴQGV�WKDW�IRU�HYHU\�SXEOLF�
or private dollar invested 

in expanding access to 

UXQQLQJ�ZDWHU�DQG�ȵXVK�
toilets, the economy gains 

$4.65 in societal returns. 

That’s nearly a 5-to-1 return 

on investment. Closing the 

water access gap could 

create nearly $200 billion of 

economic value over the next 

50 years. 

Through direct investment 

in solving this crisis, we could 

eliminate 36,400 cases of 

diabetes and 71,000 mental 

health conditions, give 

back more than 80 million 

work and school hours, and 

eliminate 600 unnecessary deaths every year. 

DigDeep is building a national water, sanitation, and 

hygiene (WaSH) sector to align policy priorities, leverage 

combined resources, and most important, inform the 

IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�RQ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�WR�LQYHVW�LQ�HRUWV�
to close the water access gap. This sector—made up of 

nongovernmental organizations, private businesses, 

research and academic institutions, funders, and 

impacted communities—will develop a community of 

practice to share strategies and experiences through 

regular national and regional convenings. The path to 

developing innovative solutions and advocating for 

government investments will be bolstered by a united 

coalition of organizations in water and sanitation. 

Water access is an issue of economic, environmental, 

and social justice. Closing the water access gap will right 

historical wrongs that go back nearly 100 years and 

ZLOO�EHQHȴW�$PHULFDQ�IDPLOLHV�ZLWK�WKH�JUHDWHVW�QHHG��
allowing them to reinvest in their communities—often 

SODFHV�ZLWK�IHZ�ȴQDQFLDO�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��:LWK�WKH�ORRPLQJ�

Hauling water in Prewitt, New Mexico. Source: DigDeep.
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specter of recession, it’s a pathway to prosperity.
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2XU�GHGLFDWHG�VWD�DW�'LJ'HHSȃPDQ\�RI�ZKRP�

have lived without running water themselves—is 

tackling this important issue head on. DigDeep isn’t 

a water charity—we’re a human rights organization 

working to ensure that every person everywhere can 

exercise their human right to water. 

We build toward this goal through several lines of 

work: 

• Empowering impacted communities to lead 

projects that provide hot and cold running 

ZDWHU�DQG�ȵXVK�WRLOHWV�IRU�KRXVHKROGV��LQFOXGLQJ�
our successful Navajo Water Project and 

Appalachia Water Project; 

• Developing quantitative and qualitative datasets 

on water and sanitation access, presented in 

our groundbreaking reports Closing the Water 
Access Gap in the United States and Draining: The 
Economic Impact of America’s Hidden Water Crisis; 

and

• Building a powerful domestic WaSH (water, 

sanitation, and hygiene) sector to unite 

businesses, frontline organizations, academia, 

funders, and policymakers in closing the water 

access gap. 

We don’t have to live in a world where children and 

families can’t access clean water in their communities. 

'LJ'HHS�ȴUPO\�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�WRJHWKHU�ZH�FDQ�VROYH�WKLV�
issue once and for all. In coalition with government 

partners, businesses, and others, we can rightfully 

claim to be the equitable democracy we hope to be. 

The human right to water is a concept that 

UHFRJQL]HVȃȴUVW�DQG�IRUHPRVWȃWKDW�DOO�SHRSOH�UHTXLUH�
basic access to clean water and sanitation in order to 

OLYH�KHDOWK\��GLJQLȴHG�OLYHV��(YHQ�PRUH��DFFHVV�WR�ZDWHU�
EHQHȴWV�HYHU\�$PHULFDQ�E\�EROVWHULQJ�RXU�HFRQRP\��
reducing health risks, and giving children back their 

childhoods.   !

Kabir Thatte (kabir@digdeep.org) is director of policy and 

coalitions at DigDeep, the leading WaSH (water, sanitation, 

and hygiene) organization serving disadvantaged 

communities in the United States. Kabir previously served 

for nearly 10 years in key positions across presidential and 

congressional campaigns, government, philanthropy, and 

QRQSURȴWV��
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