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Introduction

Health and WaSH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene) are foundational for human development. Improved access to
healthcare and sanitation underpins potential gains in education, economic productivity and gender equality. The Health
and WaSH sector encompasses many services and systems essential to human well-being, including healthcare delivery,
disease prevention, access to clean water, sanitation and hygiene. In Africa, these sectors are particularly intertwined:
inadequate water and sanitation are major contributors to the continent’s high burden of communicable diseases. At the
same time, weak health systems often struggle to respond effectively. Health and WaSH form the foundation for public
health, resilience and inclusive development. They are critical for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
and the African Union Agenda 2063.

Despite progress, Africa still faces high rates of child and maternal mortality, inadequate health financing and uneven
access to safe water and safely managed sanitation services.

Africa’s health systems and WaSH infrastructure reflect decades of uneven development, underinvestment and structural
inequities. Colonial legacies, demographic dynamics and global dependency patterns profoundly shape them. While there
have been notable gains, including reductions in child mortality, expanded vaccine coverage and increased access to safe
drinking water and safely managed sanitation services, overall progress remains unbalanced, fragile and insufficient to
meet current and future needs of the continent'’s citizens.

Health systems: progress and persistent fragilities

Since 2000, many African countries have made measurable improvements in public health indicators. For example,
mortality rates from malaria and vaccine-preventable diseases have declined, maternal care services have expanded and
regional cooperation has strengthened through platforms like Africa CDC (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention).
However, several core barriers and limitations constrain these gains.

First, Africa has low per capita health spending. Most countries spend well below the thresholds recommended by the
WHO and the Abuja Declaration on public health.

Second, Africa’s health systems have severe infrastructure and staffing shortfalls. Health worker density, hospital beds
and clinical facilities remain far below global averages, limiting the reach and quality of care, particularly in rural and
underserved areas.

Third, urban-rural disparities continue to shape health and WaSH outcomes across the continent. Service delivery is
heavily concentrated in urban centres, leaving rural populations with significant access gaps in basic care and essential
infrastructure.

Fourth, many African health systems remain heavily dependent on external donor funding. Critical services such as HIV
treatment, immunisation campaigns, and disease surveillance are often sustained by international development
assistance, raising concerns about long-term sustainability and domestic ownership. The closure of USAID in 2025 cruelly
exposed the associated vulnerabilities, then the largest external provider of aid to Africa’s health sector. According to The
Lancet, the effect of the defunding translates into roughly 1.8 to 2.5 million extra deaths per year between 2025 and 2030.

In many countries, health financing mechanisms are fragmented and regressive, with high out-of-pocket payments
limiting access, especially for persons experiencing poverty. The reduction in US support to Africa’s health sector came
shortly after the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020, which exposed the vulnerability of African health systems, including the lack
of domestic vaccine production and diagnostics, intensive care, and supply chain coordination.
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WaSH infrastructure: critical enabler but major bottleneck

Access to clean water, basic sanitation and hygiene services is a central barrier to health gains across Africa. In 2023, 959
million lacked access to safely managed water and more than a billion to safely managed sanitation, where households do
not share sanitation, there is safe disposal of excreta and handwashing facilities with soap and water. These shortfalls are
especially acute in rural areas and informal urban settlements, where investment in infrastructure has not kept pace with
population growth.

This infrastructure gap drives high rates of diarrhoeal diseases, cholera outbreaks and parasitic infections, particularly
among children under five, who are most vulnerable to waterborne illness and undernutrition. Poor WaSH conditions also
increase the burden on health facilities and reduce the effectiveness of public health interventions. In schools and
healthcare settings, inadequate hygiene infrastructure undermines learning outcomes and infection control. It also limits
the ability of women and girls to manage menstrual hygiene, contributing to absenteeism and school dropouts. As climate
change intensifies water stress and flooding, the resilience of WaSH systems will become even more critical for protecting
health and advancing the SDGs.

Why these systems matter for Africa’s future

The quality, reach and resilience of Africa’s health and WaSH systems are key determinants of human development,
economic growth and social stability across the continent. These systems are foundational to reducing preventable
mortality and the burden of both communicable and non-communicable diseases, enabling healthier, longer lives. They
are essential to improving educational outcomes and workforce productivity, as healthy children are more likely to attend
school and adults are better able to work and contribute economically. Robust health and sanitation systems also allow
countries to capitalise on their demographic transitions by equipping growing young populations with the health
foundations needed to drive inclusive growth. Moreover, resilient systems are critical for withstanding future shocks,
including pandemics, climate-related disasters and disease outbreaks linked to environmental and social stressors.

Yet, current systems across much of the continent are not on track to meet the SDG 2030 goals and targets. Health and

WaSH disparities will likely deepen without a concerted effort to accelerate investment, strengthen institutions and scale
innovation. The continent risks missing a pivotal opportunity to transform well-being and development outcomes for the
next generation.
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