
 

 

 

 

 

Why water? The global water crisis and its effects on developing countries. 
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Abstract 

This paper will explore the extent of the global “water crisis” and its various effects on 

the populations of some of the most severely affected areas, particularly sub-Saharan Africa and 

other developing regions. Water is the primary resource necessary for human survival, governing 

where the first civilizations emerged and causing wars over its control. Today clean water is 

required for almost every facet of modern life, from drinking and sanitation to agriculture. Over 

two million people are currently living without ready access to clean water, which dictates their 

entire lifestyles and can trap people in a cycle of poverty. These effects fall particularly heavy on 

women and girls, who can spend entire days fetching water, leaving no time for education that 

could provide them with better economic opportunities. Even if some people are able to access 

water, they may not have access to proper sanitation facilities which can lead to a variety of 

water-borne illnesses such as typhoid fever and cholera, which kill millions of people every year, 

most of whom are children.  

 

Introduction 

Water is the basis of all life on earth, flowing through myriad systems that together 

maintain the delicate balance of every ecosystem.  Thus, the welfare of all living things are 

subject to the quality and quantity of water available to them.  From evolving ecosystems to the 

beginnings of human civilization, the movement and development of all life follows the 

availability of freshwater.  Today, clean water is essential for almost every facet of modern life, 

including but not limited to: drinking, agriculture, sanitation, and food preparation.  Those 

accustomed to having water on demand often take it for granted, but a staggering two million 



people in the world today do not currently have ready access to clean water.  Most of this 

population is concentrated in developing countries located in naturally water-poor areas of the 

globe, such as areas of Sub-Saharan Africa.  As it is the most important resource in sustaining 

human life, water acquisition assumes priority over other tasks for these people, which can lock 

these communities in a generational cycle of poverty and water scarcity.  The forward progress 

and development of these countries is therefore halted as their people struggle to meet the most 

basic of needs.  Many of these societal detriments burden the female population in particular, as 

they are often designated to fetch water for the family while the males work.  Water security is a 

global issue that is only increasing in scale and danger with time as populations continue to grow 

and human activity contributes to water pollution and evaporation due to climate change.   

 

Problems and Origins 

Early civilizations sprung up in fertile river valleys, where warm climates and plentiful 

water facilitated human and animal life and developments in farming.  But not long after, 

ecosystems began to fall out of balance due to human overuse of the resources, forcing them to 

migrate to new areas and the environment to suffer in their wake (Falkenmark 82).  Thousands of 

years later, the temperate climate of Europe supported the beginnings of industrialization, which 

contributed to the rapid development of the countries in the area, eventually spreading to North 

America and other European colonies, which would become some of the most developed nations 

still today.  But the problems with these new developments are twofold: increased levels of 

pollution and further strain placed on the limited resources by growing populations.  Increasing 

levels of industrialization ultimately lead to increasing pollution of and encroachment on the 

ecosystem, which as proven by previous civilizations, can only handle a limited amount of stress 



on the balance of its resource distribution (Falkenmark 82).  Industrialization streamlines 

resource acquisition for the consumer, making life easier and promoting population growth under 

these favorable conditions to reproduce.  But as the population increases, again so does the strain 

on the natural resources of an area, which cannot be replenished should they be exhausted 

completely.  In addition to various other factors, population growth and climate change are 

ultimately the two most imminent threats to our growing water crisis (Witze). While developed 

nations do contribute to the global population experiencing water insecurity, this issue 

disproportionally affects those living in developing nations due to the systemic ramifications of 

widespread poverty in these areas. 

 

Effects on populations of developing nations 

Many of the world’s most water-poor and developing countries were seemingly doomed to 

become such by their very geographical location since the earliest of human civilizations.   As 

previously mentioned, organized society developed in resource rich areas, the most important of 

which being fresh water, as this commodity is absolutely necessary for every level of societal 

prosperity and development.  Although this survival-motivated tendency dates back thousands of 

years, the basic principles are still very much visible in today’s world: Many of the least 

developed countries today are located in either tropical or subtropical regions, the more 

developed of which are found in the humid tropical range, where water is abundant (Falkenmark 

82).  The poorest countries are typically situated in arid zones, where there are not sufficient 

resources to meet the basic needs of the people, essentially eliminating the possibility for 

allocation of some toward technological and financial development.  This lack of infrastructure 

does not allow for resources to be used to improve the country’s situation, arresting development 



and trapping the people in a cycle of water insecurity and poverty.  Many experts project that by 

the year 2025, sixty percent of the global population will live in an area unable to provide even 

near the required amount of clean water to sustain their populations (Lawson 2).  In addition to 

investigating the quantity of freshwater available to struggling populations, it is also crucial 

when discussing issues of human health to differentiate between the absolute amount of water 

present and the portion of that which is safe for consumption.  Worldwide, diarrheal diseases kill 

three quarters of a million children yearly, which is more than malaria, AIDS, and measles 

combined (Nicole 7).  The vast majority of these cases are due to consumption of contaminated 

water and or poor hygiene practices, meaning that these diseases are almost entirely preventable.   

A 2015 study investigating living conditions in a Ugandan refugee camp that had once had clean 

running water found that the pumps had broken and only a few manual pumps remained, 

requiring a longer journey and more physical labor to acquire clean water (Nicole 7).  With these 

additional barriers in place, people collect much less water than if it were again readily available, 

causing them to reallocate the water to only the most critical needs: drinking and cooking.  In 

situations like those of the refugees where people experience almost no resource security and are 

sometimes just learning the links between sanitation and health, using precious clean water for 

hygiene is often an afterthought.  In trying to use their resources for only the most basic 

principles of survival, people are putting themselves and others at risk of highly transmittable, 

but also highly preventable, fecal-oral diseases.  Open defecation is a common practice in 

developing countries and only nineteen percent of people worldwide wash their hands with soap 

afterwards, proliferating the spread of pathogens through open exposure and groundwater 

contamination (Nicole 7).  In addition to clean water itself, education about sanitation and health 

is essential to give those who may be unknowingly perpetuating this dangerous cycle the tools 



necessary to break free from it.  A recent study in Kenya, a developing country experiencing 

water insecurity in Sub-Saharan Africa, found that about eighty percent of nationwide 

hospitalizations are due to preventable diseases, such as those caused by inadequate sanitation 

(Onjala 7).  Other findings of this study showed access to clean water to be cost prohibitive, with 

many households reporting that they chose not to receive piped water due to cost issues (Onjala 

7).  This barrier to receiving clean water keeps these families at risk of contracting preventable 

diseases and further anchors them in poverty that inhibits economic advancement which could 

aid them in gaining access to adequate sanitation.   

 

Effects on women in particular 

While all people have an equal need for clean water, the burden of its acquisition most often falls 

on the women and girls of the population while the men are often at work (McManus 43).  The 

dire need for clean water by people in arid developing nations makes receiving an education 

exceedingly difficult for young girls, where it is often already largely inaccessible to them.  As 

with the aforementioned sanitation concerns, all else is cast to the side when people struggle to 

meet their families’ basic needs, which robs them of any opportunities for education or 

socioeconomic improvement that they may have.  According to one expert, a woman living in 

water-poor sub-Saharan Africa can spend around eight hours a day gathering water for their 

household, leaving no time for work and especially not for education (McManus 44).  Young 

girls’ help is often needed to get sufficient resources for the family, which removes them from 

school at a young age if they were able to attend at all.  Studies show that lower levels of 

education among women have a strong correlation to one’s likelihood of marrying young, having 

more children than she can provide for, and dying in childbirth (McManus 43).  It is crucial to 



realize that poverty is often multigenerational; a cycle sustained by a lack of necessary resources 

to focus on more than survival.  Ready access to clean water can lift this burden off the next 

generation of girls, allowing them more freedom to pursue an education which will give them a 

better chance of having smaller, healthier families and opportunities for better jobs that could 

improve the lifestyle of her family for generations to come. 

 A 2019 investigation in Haiti, another developing country, sought to examine the 

relations between water quality, public health, and widespread poverty worsened by the 

devastating 2010 earthquake damage.  While the country is still working to rebuild their water 

systems, people can either use community aquifer pumps or dig their own “short wells” on their 

property, and are encouraged to boil it either way for sanitation purposes.  With an annual GDP 

of only 818 USD, very little money is left to fund healthcare or necessary sanitation for the 

people, and only twenty-three percent of the population has access to a quality primary care 

facility (Andersen 801).  Due to this shortage, many people who contract water-borne illnesses 

go untreated, but of those that do seek treatment a disproportionate amount are women reporting 

with urinary tract infections, which are commonly caused by not consuming enough water or 

consuming contaminated water (Andersen 804).  The researchers found a link between UTI 

incidences and use of pump water, suggesting that unsafe water conditions in developing 

countries can cause serious detriment to the residents’ health, especially women. 

 

Conclusion 

Water is the most important sustenance for human life, and a shortage of this resource 

brings a host of consequences for suffering populations.  Due to overuse, environmental 

disturbance, and climate change, the finite amount of fresh water available is only decreasing, 



with more than half of the world expected to be living without access to clean water in the 

coming decades.  With people struggling under these conditions to meet their families’ basic 

needs, economic growth is stalled and the country remains bound by the chains of widespread 

poverty.  People have no resources to devote to the betterment of their living conditions or 

country’s welfare when they are not able to access the basic necessities, which leads to fewer 

children getting an education, especially girls.  A lack of education, especially about the 

importance of sanitation and hygiene for health, only buries these people in more problems, 

insurmountable without having their basic needs met.  While it may seem simple to those 

accustomed to having clean running water in their house, water can be the key to freeing people 

from poverty induced by a lack of resources. 
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