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

First, Africa has low per capita health spending. Most countries spend  recommended by the well below the thresholds
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 

, the effect of the defunding translates into roughly 1.8 to 2.5 million extra deaths per year between 2025 and 2030.Lancet

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.

https://healtheconomicsreview.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13561-023-00436-9#:~:text=The%20health%20of%20people%20in,deaths%20between%202000%20and%202019.
https://africacdc.org/
https://www.afro.who.int/publications/who-african-region-health-expenditure-atlas-2023-0#:~:text=Out%20of%20the%2047%20countries,significant%20disparities%20across%20the%20region.
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(25)01186-9/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(25)01186-9/fulltext
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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.

https://www.who.int/teams/environment-climate-change-and-health/water-sanitation-and-health/monitoring-and-evidence/wash-monitoring?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Reuse our work

All visualizations, data, and text produced by African Futures are completely open access under the . You have the Creative Commons BY license
permission to use, distribute, and reproduce these in any medium, provided the source and authors are credited.

The data produced by third parties and made available by African Futures is subject to the license terms from the original third-party authors. 
We will always indicate the original source of the data in our documentation, so you should always check the license of any such third-party data 
before use and redistribution.

All of our charts  in any site.can be embedded

Cite this research

Jakkie Cilliers (2026) Africa Health and WaSH Futures. Published online at futures.issafrica.org. Retrieved from https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic
 [Online Resource] Updated 29 March 2026./05-health-and-wash/

https://www.nepad.org/
https://www.sida.se/en
https://southafrica.hss.de/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://help.tableau.com/current/pro/desktop/en-us/embed.htm
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/05-health-and-wash/
https://futures.issafrica.org/thematic/05-health-and-wash/


 

The opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect those of the ISS, its trustees, members of the Advisory Council or donors. Authors contribute to ISS publications 
in their personal capacity.

About the authors

Dr Jakkie Cilliers is the founder and former executive director of the ISS. He currently serves as chair of the ISS Board of Trustees, head of the African Futures and 
Innovation (AFI) programme at the Institute's Pretoria office, and an extraordinary professor at the University of Pretoria. His 2017 best-seller  Fate of the Nation
addresses South Africa’s future from political, economic and social perspectives. His three most recent books,  (March Africa First! Igniting a Growth Revolution
2020),   (April 2021), and  (June 2022) offer rigorous analyses of the The Future of Africa: Challenges and Opportunities Africa Tomorrow: Pathways to Prosperity
continent as a whole. From August to December 2025, Cilliers was a Richard von Weizsäcker Fellow at the Robert Bosch Academy in Berlin.

About African Futures & Innovation

Scenarios and forecasting can help Africa identify and respond to opportunities and threats. The work of the African Futures & Innovation (AFI) program at the 
Institute for Security Studies aims to understand and address a widening gap between indices of wellbeing in Africa and elsewhere in the world. The AFI helps 
stakeholders understand likely future developments. Research findings and their policy implications are widely disseminated, often in collaboration with in-country 
partners. Forecasting tools inspire debate and provide insights into possible trajectories that inform planning, prioritisation and effective resource allocation. Africa’
s future depends on today’s choices and actions by governments and their non-governmental and international partners. The AFI provides empirical data that 
informs short- and medium-term decisions with long-term implications. The AFI enhances Africa’s capacity to prepare for and respond to future challenges. The 
program is headed by Dr Jakkie Cilliers.

https://futures.issafrica.org/books/fate_of_the_nation
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/africa-first
https://www.jakkiecilliers.org/the-future-of-africa
https://futures.issafrica.org/books/

	Health and WaSH
	Introduction
	Jakkie Cilliers


	Introduction
	Donors and sponsors
	Reuse our work

	Cite this research
	About the authors
	About African Futures & Innovation

