/

Health and WaSH

Drivers of Change and Key Uncertainties

Jakkie Cilliers Last updated 29 March 2026 using IFs 7.84




Drivers of Change and Key Uncertainties

A complex interplay of structural, social, environmental and geopolitical forces will shape Africa’s health and WaSH future.
Among the most influential is the continent’'s demographic trajectory.

A growing and youthful population—with persistently high fertility rates in many regions and significant rural-urban and
cross-border migration—continues to exert immense pressure on basic services. Yet, this demographic shift also presents
an opportunity: if countries invest strategically in health, education and employment, they could harness a demographic
dividend that boosts long-term development. A blend of political will, sound strategies, enhanced implementation capacity
and adequate financing can reap that dividend.

There are also risks. Climate change is already amplifying health and WaSH challenges. Rising temperatures, shifting
rainfall patterns and more frequent extreme weather events are intensifying water stress, altering the distribution of
disease vectors and increasing climate-related displacement. These disruptions are straining fragile systems and
undermining progress, particularly in drought- and flood-prone regions. Whether African institutions can anticipate,
absorb and adapt to these shocks remains a critical uncertainty, with implications for health security and economic
stability.

At the same time, technological innovation is unlocking new solutions. From mobile health platforms and digital
diagnostics to off-grid sanitation systems and real-time disease surveillance, African countries are increasingly piloting
tools that leapfrog traditional infrastructure constraints. However, the ability to scale such innovations inclusively is a
considerable challenge. Rural and marginalised communities still face digital infrastructure gaps, limited connectivity and
insufficient governance frameworks—raising the risk that new technologies could widen existing inequalities if equity is
not built into their design and deployment.

Governance and financing dynamics also play a defining role. Many African health systems remain underfunded, with
substantial reliance on external aid to deliver essential services such as HIV treatment and immunisation. The degree of
decentralisation varies widely, influencing how services are planned and delivered—and how responsive they are to local
needs. Strengthening public financial management, increasing domestic budget allocations and reducing aid dependency
are vital to improving resilience and sustainability.

Social norms and inequalities further shape outcomes. Gender disparities, stigma and entrenched behavioural norms
affect how communities engage with health services—from vaccine acceptance and menstrual hygiene practices to care-
seeking behaviour and facility use. These factors interact with broader systemic constraints, particularly in informal urban
settlements, creating unequal health and sanitation access.

Finally, global dynamics are shifting. Africa’s experience with pandemics, debates over vaccine equity and growing
involvement in global health diplomacy are expanding its role in the international health landscape. The evolving roles of
the African Union, Africa CDC and the WHO in coordinating pandemic response and strengthening health security are
signs of progress. However, geopolitical rivalry, fractured multilateralism and donor fatigue cast uncertainty over future
global cooperation. Whether the coming decade brings renewed solidarity or increasing fragmentation will significantly
affect Africa’s ability to access vaccines, shape global norms and secure health financing.

In sum, while the drivers of health and WaSH transformation are well understood, the uncertainties around political
commitment, climate resilience, equitable innovation and international cooperation will decisively shape Africa’s health
trajectory. Strategic foresight and adaptive policymaking will be essential to navigate this unpredictable terrain.
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