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focus on sustainability rather than scale. Source: David Kreamer.

research, a familiar scene repeats itself. A woman with a
pail on her head walks by an inoperative well on her way
to a distant water source. She does this to bring water
to her family each day, every day. Young girls make this
trek beside her, pail balanced on their heads, without a
chance for school and education because of their daily
chores. Estimates are that one-third of the pumps for
wells in Africa are inoperative.
For those of us with reliable access to clean water, this
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more concrete. Water weighs 62.4 pounds per cubic foot,
or about 28 kilograms per 28 liters. Consider the size of
pails carried to and from wells and rivers in low-income
countries. For a better, more visceral understanding,
put a bucket of water on your head and carry it for a
couple of kilometers. Someone once said: “You don’t
know the value of water until you carry it on your head.”
Beyond a shadow of a drought, beyond the onslaught
of population growth and climate change, the footprints
of thirsty villagers and refugees track the search for
clean water. What steps can be taken to make clean
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water more accessible to
poor populations around
the globe? The question is
a complex one, and it is a

Hydrophilanthropy encompasses a
large variety of humanitarian actions
that expand access to clean water

farther away, and many
now believe the goal of
universal access to water
and sanitation will not be
achievable by 2030.
The problems
hydrophilanthropists face
are growing. We must
think big to understand
these problems. If we
wish to solve them,

as hydrophilanthropy.
for communities in need and support
Hydrophilanthropy
water-dependent ecosystems.
encompasses a large variety
of humanitarian actions
that expand access to clean
water for communities in need and support waterwater poverty, hydrophilanthropy must undergo a
dependent ecosystems. Practical hydrophilanthropy—
paradigm shift. With community buy-in and stewardship,
like installing a rainwater collection system or digging a
sustainable projects can create an enduring legacy
throughout the world.
More academic exercises—such as modeling
using remote sensing to identify water sources—can lay
the foundation for informed management and sciencebased agreements on shared usage. Together, the theory
and practice can support regional and international
stability.
But the transformative potential of hydrophilanthropy
runs deeper still. At its best, hydrophilanthropy can
awaken us to our shared connection to nature and to
one another. In doing so, it might just make the world a
nothing short of a paradigm shift is required. Rather
than focusing on the size or scale of their projects,
hydrophilanthropists should work with sustainability in
mind.
There are many ways projects can go awry,
and sometimes even the best-intentioned
hydrophilanthropists do more harm than good. Many
such cases are the result of an overriding focus on
project scale. The goal of serving as many people as
possible with water and sanitation projects is perhaps
the dominant paradigm in hydrophilanthropy today.
But this comes at a cost. Focusing on scale often
leads hydrophilanthropists to gloss over the issue of
sustainability, and this can be self-sabotaging. Indeed,
it is often
to serve fewer people with
sustainable advancements in water and sanitation than it
is to serve many people with unsustainable projects.
Hydrophilanthropists often remember that United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 6 calls for
achieving clean water and sanitation for everyone by
2030 but sometimes forget the word “Sustainable” in
the very title of the Development Goals. And as massive
population growth and climate change continue apace,
the goalposts of “water and sanitation for all” are moving
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That hydrophilanthropists can be preoccupied by
questions of scale should come as no surprise. The
statistics concerning water can be staggering. The
United Nations estimates that 4 billion people face water
scarcity at least one month each year, and 52% of the
world’s population will live in water-stressed regions by
2050. The Global Water Institute calculates that about
700 million people worldwide could be displaced by
intense water scarcity by 2030. Other estimates indicate
that about 9,300 people a day, or 3.4 million a year,
die from a lack of clean drinking water—most of them
children (2.2 million a year).
And these mind-boggling statistics estimates do not
not include, for instance, deaths associated with lack of
hand washing and deaths from global pandemics such
as COVID-19 that result from lack of water for personal
hygiene. Estimates are that approximately 5,000 children
lack of clean drinking water, or about one child every
17 seconds. The United Nations and the World Health
Organization have attributed water-related causes to
about 80% of all diseases in the developing world.
Statistics are useful for understanding the size and
scope of the challenges we face, but they cannot fully
illustrate how deep the human connection with water
runs. Nor can they give us a sense of the global potential

migration, the birth and death of civilizations, and life
itself.
The rich language of water and groundwater, across
various cultures, shows how deeply and universally
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Young girls in northern Ghana carry heavy loads of water from wells that may be as far as several kilometers from their homes. Source:
David Kreamer.

the aboriginal tribes
call permanent water
How we use this “blade”
Rather
than
focusing
on
the
jila and seasonal water
jumu. In dry regions
this soothing lotion, this
size or scale of their projects,
they take their throwing
blessing, is up to us.
hydrophilanthropists should work
stick, push it into the
The language of water
ground in known areas
in science, economics,
with sustainability in mind.
called “soaks” that are
and politics reminds
dry on the surface, and
us that there are
drink the underlying
cultures, identities, and
groundwater through a reed for survival. In Botswana,
perspectives beyond our own, and our hydrophilanthropic
the word for rainfall (pula) has several meanings. It can
mean “blessing,” illustrating its connection to spirituality
and gratitude. But a pula is also a denomination of
many of our concerns are universal. Water is among
money in Botswana, emphasizing water’s importance to
these. The language of water can bring these sometimes
economic growth and well-being. The indigenous Maoris
disparate, sometimes common voices together.
in New Zealand have two meanings for water (wai). It can
Water has played, and continues to play, a vital role
mean something to drink or a lotion or balm—a soothing
in human and ecological sustainability, in the face of
substance.
mounting pressures and scarcity. How communities deal
In the landlocked, arid country of Niger in western
Africa, the majority of the landscape is covered by the
to evidence-based management or maladministration.
Sahara and Tenere Deserts. Only 56% of the population
Sustainable water is a crucial element in global resilience
has direct access to a source of drinking water. Half of
to climate change and a shield against ecosystem loss. It
the population is younger than 15 years old, almost half
is also a defense against human deprivation and poverty
of children must work and have no chance for education,
and may promote peace and equity across the world.
and the population is expected to triple in the next 30
years. The native language for the majority of Nigeriens
fundamental role in a sustainable future.
is Hausa, and the word for water is ruwa. But ruwa has a
second meaning. It can also mean “blade”—like that of
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be the blade of a plowshare or scythe, bringing harvest
and abundance.
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