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Abstract 

The article examines the faith-based organizations' (FBOs) projects aimed at addressing the 

shortage of clean drinking water in Africa in the context of achieving the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDG). The author focuses on the role of religion in achieving relevant SDGs and the 

geographical alignment of these projects with the countries most affected by water scarcity. The 

study draws on a wide range of sources, including (a) statistical data that allows us to assess the 

severity of water shortages in Africa, (b) regulatory documents governing water strategies in 

African states, (c) news and reports from major FBOs involved in water projects, (d) field-study 

materials collected in Ethiopia in 2024. It has been established that water scarcity is a major 

problem in 21 African countries: Somalia, Sudan, Equatorial Guinea, Eswatini, Ethiopia, Eritrea, 

Kenya, Mauritania, Tanzania, Madagascar, Niger, Mozambique, Angola, Chad, DRC, South 

Sudan, Togo, Sierra Leone, Zambia, Nigeria and the Republic of the Congo. The analysis of 

regulatory documents of these countries revealed an active involvement of international and FBOs 

in developing and implementing national water strategies. The major FBOs that lead the largest 

water projects in Africa include World Vision, Catholic Relief Services, Caritas Internationalis, 

the Islamic Development Bank. The advantage of FBOs can be due to the high mobilization 

potential provided by the moral authority of spiritual leaders and their wide presence in African 

countries. The comparative geographical analysis revealed the spatial discrepancy between the 

countries with the greatest water scarcity and the beneficiaries of FBOs projects. The largest 

initiatives in this field are implemented by FBOs in Ethiopia, DRC, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, 

Burkina Faso and Zimbabwe, among others. Meanwhile, in several other countries where water 

scarcity is a more pressing issue, water projects tend to be significantly smaller in scale. This 

disparity is explained by both the inherent difficulties of operating in some of the water-scarcest 

countries, such as bureaucratic obstacles, security concerns, and the priorities of funding donors, 

predominantly Western states, transnational corporations, and international institutions. 
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Introduction 

 

Religious organizations have traditionally been heavily involved in development projects aimed 

at improving living standards and attracting new followers. These organizations include not only 

strictly religious actors, such as churches, orders, and missionary societies, but also international 

humanitarian and financial organizations that are rooted in a certain religion. The latter are 

commonly referred to as faith-based organizations (FBOs). FBOs are particularly active in African 

countries, which seek rapid economic growth to fully realize their demographic and resource 

potential. However, the official authorities of many African states are often unable to meet even 

the basic needs of their populations. This is due not only to limited budget funds, but also to a lack 

of effective control over peripheral regions, where non-state actors, including FBOs, often wield 

greater authority. As a result, these actors have become important drivers of socio-economic 

change by implementing development projects. 

This article focuses on FBO projects aimed at providing populations with access to safe 

and affordable drinking water2 (hereafter referred to as water projects) implemented within the 

framework of WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene) programs. The author examines this issue 

against the backdrop of the active involvement of FBOs in development projects by states and 

international organizations. This process became systematic after 2000, when the UN General 

Assembly adopted the Millennium Declaration, and intensified following the approval of 

Resolution 64/292 "The human right to water and sanitation" in 2010. Subsequently, these and 

other normative documents were subsequently embodied in the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs). 

This article examines the features of the development and implementation of water projects 

by FBOs in African countries3 in the context of strengthening state–confessional interaction. The 

study has three objectives: 1) to distinguish the most water-deficient countries in Africa; 2) to 

identify the features of the formation of the regulatory and legal framework for implementing these 

projects with the focus on FBOs involvement; and 3) to specify the geographical patterns in the 

location of water projects implemented by FBOs. 

 

Materials and methods 

 

In academic literature, the lack of safe and affordable drinking water is typically examined through 

the lens of its socio-economic and political consequences, such as conflicts. Scholars highlight 

territorial and seasonal disparities in water availability and the growing number of local conflicts 

over water resources during dry periods [Zakharov, 2024a]. Research shows that water scarcity in 

Africa may be exacerbated by intensifying competition between countries sharing major river 

basins, particularly the Nile [Turhan, 2020]. One of the most dramatic consequences of growing 

clean water shortages in the region is the high rate of infectious diseases compared to global 

averages [Agafoshin et al.]. 

                                                 
2 In using this term, we adhere to the interpretation provided for in the SDGs. 
3 The author does not examine Africa's small island states in detail. 



 

 

Several studies explore potential solutions to this problem. For instance, Savenije [2000] 

notes that effective water management, even under conditions of scarcity, can reduce water stress. 

However, scientifically grounded recommendations do not always help overcome crisis situations 

[Ashton, 2002; Wu, Whittington, 2006]. Considerable attention has been paid to regulatory 

approaches to resolving Africa's water problems in the context of the evolving concept of the 

natural human right to water [Van Koppen, 2003; Degterev, 2024]. Yet regulatory changes do not 

always translate into practical outcomes – even in African countries with relatively developed 

water management legislation, water crises remain frequent [Shubin, 2024; Aiyetan, Das, 2021]. 

The water management policies of African states are examined in detail in N.V. Grishina's 

monograph "Water resources of Sub-Saharan Africa: opportunities and challenges of use", which 

notes the role of international aid in overcoming water problems [Grishina, 2022, p. 164–170]. 

The contribution of religious organizations to addressing water scarcity has received little 

attention in the literature – issues of building partnerships between state and religious actors, as 

well as the spatial patterns of WASH project implementation, remain largely unexplored. 

Researchers have tended to emphasize the positive role of religious organizations in education and 

healthcare [Miller-Grandvaux et al., 2002], socio-economic development [Bompani, 2015], and 

natural resource management in post-crisis periods [Black, Watson, 2006]. Gorokhov and 

Dmitriev [2015] underscore the importance of assistance provided by churches in developed 

countries to their co-religionists in the Global South. Limitations of such partnerships are also 

noted, particularly that religious organizations may pursue goals different from those of the state 

when implementing such projects [Zakharov, 2024b]. 

The research logic is shaped by the following groups of sources: 

(1) Sources assessing water resource availability in African countries. The key source here 

is the FAO AQUASTAT database and reports [FAO, 2025], which contain data up to 2022 on 

numerous indicators related to water sector and WASH projects. From this body of statistical data, 

we focused primarily on two indicators: (a) the proportion of the population in African countries 

with access to improved drinking water sources4, and (b) the level of water stress, defined by UN 

experts as the ratio between freshwater withdrawal and total renewable freshwater resources 

[Progress…, 2023]. Reports on SDG implementation progress, published under the auspices of 

UNICEF and WHO, were also important for the analysis. By ranking African countries according 

to the first indicator, we identified the continent's most water-deficient countries, taking into 

account urban-rural disparities and levels of water stress. 

(2) Sources on the regulatory and legal framework for WASH project implementation. The 

central source in this group is the GLAAS data portal [UN–Water…, 2025], which provides 

information on national strategies, programs, and laws governing water sector development, as 

well as progress in their implementation, financing, and related matters. The FAOLEX database 

[FAOLEX, 2025], containing documents regulating national water management, was also 

consulted. This analysis enabled us to identify the religious actors that interact most actively and 

openly with African states. While this approach aligned with the article's aim excludes FBOs that 

do not openly support state initiatives in this area. 

(3) Sources containing information on water projects implemented by religious 

organizations and FBOs. These include reports and news from international organizations 

affiliated with the religious organizations and FBOs identified through the regulatory analysis. 

Examining these sources allowed us to identify geographical patterns in water project 

implementation by key FBOs: the Protestant organization World Vision (WV) [World…, 2025], 

the Catholic organizations Catholic Relief Services (CRS) [Catholic…, 2025] and Caritas 

Internationalis (CI) [Caritas…, 2025], and the Islamic Development Bank (IsDB) [IsDB, 2025]. 

We reviewed virtually all news related to project implementation published on their official 

websites, along with annual reports primarily from the last 5–10 years – totaling more than 150 

sources. 

                                                 
4 This term refers to sources protected from contamination, particularly from fecal matter. 



 

 

(4) Materials from field research conducted in 2024 in Ethiopia, in Addis Ababa and the 

South Ethiopia region (South Omo zone). The collected data, particularly interviews with the Head 

of the Humanitarian Aid and Development Commission and the Head of the WASH Unit at Kale 

Heywet Church, one of Ethiopia's largest Protestant churches, provided deeper insight into the 

features and limitations of water project implementation. 

 

The most water-deficient countries in Africa 

 

This section identifies African countries where water projects are most urgently needed, based on 

access to clean drinking water. The analysis draws on two indicators: the level of water stress and 

the proportion of the population with access to clean drinking water (see Fig. 1). The first indicator 

provides insight into the overall availability of renewable freshwater at the country level, though 

it does not account for territorial disparities, seasonal variations, consumption patterns, or water 

quality. Since most freshwater in African countries is used for agriculture, this indicator has 

primarily economic significance. However, as Barinov and Sugakov [2024] note, high water stress 

during crisis periods can also manifest in domestic settings. Thus, the second indicator carries 

greater social weight, as it reflects not only the volume of available freshwater but also its quality. 

 
Figure 1 – Level of water stress and proportion of population with access to clean drinking water, 

2022. Compiled by the author based on: [FAO, 2025]. 

 



 

 

Water stress is most acute in Northern African countries: Libya (817%), Algeria (145%), 

Egypt (141%), Sudan (119%), and Tunisia (98%). Significant freshwater shortages also occur in 

Southern Africa: Eswatini (78%), South Africa (68%), and Zimbabwe (46%); and in Eastern 

Africa: Kenya (33%), Ethiopia (32%), and Somalia (25%), among others [FAO, 2025]. Water 

stress may stem from physical-geographical conditions (particularly in countries with arid 

climates) or from economic factors such as large-scale water extraction for irrigation, agriculture, 

and industry. As the experience of some states shows, mitigating water stress is possible through 

the use of groundwater. For example, Libya, despite its record-high water stress, has managed to 

meet much of its population's freshwater needs5 through the “Great Man-Made River” project 

[Dmitriev et al., 2024; Abdudayem, Scott, 2014]. Similar approaches have worked in other water-

stressed countries: by 2022, the proportion of the population with access to improved drinking 

water sources reached 99.4% in Egypt, 97.7% in Tunisia, 93.2% in South Africa, and 83.6% in 

Algeria [FAO, 2025]. 

For other countries with high water stress, however, budget constraints and political crises 

keep this problem far from resolution. In Somalia, only 31.7% of the population has access to clean 

drinking water; in Sudan – 55.5%; Ethiopia – 57.3%; Kenya – 63.2%; Eswatini – 74.1%; and 

Zimbabwe – 76.9%. Yet even in countries with low water stress and abundant renewable water 

resources, this indicator often falls short of target values due to poor water quality, uneven seasonal 

rainfall, and accelerated surface runoff. Beyond the countries already mentioned, troubling 

situations persist in Equatorial Guinea, Angola, Chad, Mozambique, Madagascar, the DRC, 

Tanzania, Eritrea, Niger, and South Sudan, where over 40% of the population lacks access to clean 

drinking water [FAO, 2025]. 

Moreover, disparities in access to clean drinking water between urban and rural populations 

remain stark. Urban residents generally fare better, with only a few exceptions: in Mauritania, 

58.4% of the urban population has access to this resource; in Sudan – 66.0%; in Somalia – 69.6%; 

and others. In rural areas, the problem is almost universally worse, and in some countries it is 

critical. For example, in Somalia only 8.8% of the rural population has access to clean drinking 

water; in Angola – 28.2%; the DRC – 31.2%; Equatorial Guinea – 31.5%; Madagascar – 35.3%; 

Mozambique – 37.0%; the Republic of the Congo – 40.0%; Togo – 44.2%; Chad – 44.8%; 

Tanzania – 45.5%; Sierra Leone – 47.8%; Niger – 48.6%; and Ethiopia – 48.6% [FAO, 2025]. 

Herewith, in all these countries the majority of the population lives in rural areas. 

Thus, water projects are urgently needed across many African countries. In general, water 

scarcity is most acute where more than one-third of the population lacks access to clean drinking 

water, with the highest risk of humanitarian crisis in states experiencing high water stress (see 

Table 1). In addition, WASH projects are critically needed in countries where less than half of the 

rural population has access to clean drinking water – particularly in Somalia, Angola, the DRC, 

Equatorial Guinea, Madagascar, the Republic of the Congo, Togo, Chad, Tanzania, Sierra Leone, 

Niger, and Ethiopia. 

 

Water projects in the sustainable development strategy of African countries 

 

Water projects align with several SDG targets to be achieved by 2030 [SDG…, 2025]. These 

include: (1) "achieve universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all" 

(SDG 6.1); (2) "substantially increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure 

sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address water scarcity…" (SDG 6.4); (3) 

"expand international cooperation and capacity-building support to developing countries in water- 

and sanitation-related activities and programmes…" (SDG 6.a); and (4) "support and strengthen 

the participation of local communities in improving water and sanitation management" (SDG 6.b). 

The UN uses several indicators to assess progress toward these targets. The most significant for 

ensuring access to clean drinking water are: the proportion of the population using safely managed 

                                                 
5 Nevertheless, following the overthrow of M. Gaddafi, the proportion of the population with access to clean drinking 

water decreased somewhat, reaching only 71.2% in 2021 [FAO, 2025]. 



 

 

drinking water services; the amount of water- and sanitation-related official development 

assistance received; and the number of counties (or areas) with a high level of participation of 

user/community across sectors. 

These targets and indicators are reflected in national water strategies or similar regulatory 

acts adopted by African countries. According to GLAAS data [UN–Water…, 2025], by 2021 most 

countries had adopted such documents (indicator POL01). Nevertheless, some of the most water-

deficient countries had not prepared such strategies; for example, in the DRC and Ethiopia (for 

rural areas). Other states were forced to revise their existing water strategies, effectively 

suspending implementation in Angola and Ethiopia (both for cities), Madagascar, and Sierra 

Leone. Moreover, in several African countries, populations in urban and/or rural areas lacked 

access to safe water sources (indicator POL03), including the DRC, Equatorial Guinea, Kenya, 

Mozambique, and Niger. Thus, among the most water-deficient countries, only Chad, Somalia, 

and Tanzania had a regulatory framework for developing such projects, and even there, serious 

revisions were needed. 

Since 2021, the regulatory of water management has somewhat improved. Many African 

states have adopted important policy documents and laws considered necessary for achieving their 

development goals, including SDG 6. Notably, Somalia adopted the Environmental Protection and 

Management Act in 2024 [Somali. Environmental…, 2024], instructing relevant ministries to 

establish drinking water quality standards. The same year saw approval of the National Solutions 

Pathways Action Plan 2024–2029 [Somali National…, 2024], outlining concrete steps toward 

SDG 6 targets and estimating project costs. A similar policy document was adopted in the 

unrecognized state of Somaliland – the Somaliland National Development Plan III 2023–2027, 

part of the broader Integrated Water Resources Management and Investment Plan 2020–2050 

[Somaliland…, 2023]. This document also details planned and completed projects along with their 

estimated costs. In 2023, Nigeria published Nigeria Agenda 2050 [Nigeria…, 2023], which 

estimates the cost of achieving SDG 6 and describes mechanisms for ensuring access to clean 

drinking water. In 2021, Kenya presented a national water resources management strategy [The 

national…, 2021], further elaborated at the regional level (e.g., [Isiolo…, 2023]). Similar plans 

aimed at increasing access to clean drinking water have emerged elsewhere on the continent, 

including Eswatini (2024–2028) [Eswatini…, 2023], Niger (2022–2026) [Stratégie…, 2023], the 

CAR (2021–2025) [République…, 2020], Uganda (2021–2025) [Uganda…, 2020], and Tanzania 

(2020–2024) [United…, 2019]. Additionally, African states are joining international initiatives; 

the DRC, for instance, was included in USAID's Global Water Strategy program6 [Global…, 

2022].  

Notably, the reviewed documents often replicate SDG task formulations and progress 

assessment parameters almost verbatim. However, in many cases these provisions are not adapted 

to local contexts, which may suggest the formal nature of national strategies. The Somali strategy, 

for instance, emphasizes the gender dimension of inadequate water access, even though this state 

faces more pressing problems. Since most African countries adopted their programs relatively 

recently, implementation mechanisms have yet to be tested and will likely require calibration. This 

raises questions about whether African countries can achieve their goals for providing clean 

drinking water within the established timeframe. Moreover, in some analyzed strategies, target 

values fall significantly short of SDG 6 requirements: Eswatini aims to reach only 47% by 20287 

[Eswatini…, 2023, pp. 109–110], while Nigeria targets universal access to clean drinking water 

only by 2050 [Nigeria…, 2023, p. 164]. Quite often, strategies contain vague formulations without 

precise values or deadlines. 

The strategies propose similar solutions to address drinking water scarcity. These include 

rehabilitating old wells and drilling new ones; developing effective rainwater harvesting systems; 

                                                 
6 In light of the new U.S. administration's policy changes regarding USAID, the fate of water projects in the DRC 

remains uncertain. The project website has been inaccessible since the second half of February 2025. 
7 Unlike AQUASTAT data, official statistics appear to refer to the proportion of the population using centralized clean 

drinking water supply services. 



 

 

purchasing water storage tanks, including underground ones; constructing and rehabilitating 

ponds, dams, and reservoirs; and equipping wells with electric solar-powered pumps, among 

others. More technologically complex projects are planned less frequently: commissioning water 

pipelines connecting well systems, constructing desalination plants, and equipping wells with 

reverse osmosis systems. 

However, arid regions with the greatest need for water projects are often the least 

developed, which complicates implementation. Most reviewed documents acknowledge that 

achieving these objectives is impossible without support from non-state actors. Insufficient 

funding and heavy dependence on donors remain serious challenges for African states. Among 

countries reporting SDG progress data, only Tunisia financed relevant projects almost 

independently; Senegal, Nigeria, and Malawi covered most expenses; while the remaining 

countries covered less than half [GLAAS, 2022, p. 30]. In 2022, sub-Saharan African countries 

received USD 2,546.9 million for WASH development (30.0% of global WASH aid), and North 

Africa received USD 877.1 million (10.3%) [E/2024/54, 2024, p. 102] 

 

Localization of water projects implemented by religious organizations 

 

Judging by the content of the reviewed documents, overcoming the problem of drinking water 

scarcity heavily depends on, firstly, large international organizations that coordinate the 

preparation of the regulatory framework and are key funding donors, and secondly, civil society 

organizations and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that facilitate the implementation of 

specific projects at the local level. An analysis of African countries' water strategies demonstrates 

that religious organizations, FBOs and spiritual leaders constitute an important part of the second 

group. In addition to attracting funding, they are called upon to involve local communities in water 

resource management, develop relevant competencies and value systems, participate in resolving 

conflict situations, educate the population, and communicate government initiatives to them. 

The contribution of religious organizations to solving problems related to the lack of clean 

drinking water is prominently noted in the strategies of Uganda, Kenya, Liberia, Sierra Leone, 

Eswatini, Tanzania, Somalia, Nigeria, and others. Among the religious organizations mentioned 

are the Christian FBOs World Vision (WV), Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Caritas 

Internationalis (CI), as well as the Islamic Development Bank (IsDB). Additionally, the role of 

traditional spiritual leaders and interfaith councils established on government initiative is 

emphasized. Although direct mention of religious actors in normative documents is rather rare, 

materials from the author's field research in Ethiopia indicate that major religious organizations 

are usually involved in development projects in one way or another. 

The data obtained allowed, with certain reservations, for the categorization of water 

projects implemented by religious organizations into four types: (1) large projects, with 

beneficiaries exceeding 100,000 people; (2) medium projects – from 30,000 to 100,000; (3) small 

projects – from 10,000 to 30,000 people; and (4) local projects – up to 10,000 people (see Table 

1). 

All the reviewed FBOs declare their commitment to the SDGs, including those aimed at 

increasing population access to clean drinking water. Nevertheless, based on the available data, 

water projects are not a priority for all of them. 

World Vision appears to be the most active religious organization in this sphere, conducting 

projects in 14 of the 21 most water-deficient African countries, with 6 projects classified as large. 

In Ethiopia, for example, WV projects have reached nearly 800,000 people; in Zambia –

approximately 600,000; in Kenya – roughly 400,000. The organization also implements projects 

in countries where drinking water scarcity, while significant, is not the primary issue. WV operates 

in 12 of the 16 countries in this category, implementing large projects in 7 of them – Ghana, 

Zimbabwe, Malawi, Mali, Rwanda, Uganda, and the CAR. WV is the only organization among 

those reviewed that operates in Somalia. Nevertheless, despite the large number of projects – 

focused mainly on the unrecognized territories of Puntland and Somaliland – their scale remains 



 

 

insufficient. In April 2016, for instance, WV delivered water to 60 families in one Puntland 

community, while 213,000 people (approximately 43,000 families) were affected by drought in 

that region [Mohamed, 2016]. 

 

Table 1 – Scale of water projects implemented by selected FBOs in African countries 

Countries 
Caritas 

Internationalis 

Catholic 

Relief 

Services 

World Vision 

Islamic 

Development 

Bank 

The most water-deficient countries8 

Somali     

Sudan     

Equatorial Guinea     

Eswatini     

Ethiopia ◆  ◆  

Eritrea     

Kenya   ◆  

Mauritania     

Tanzania   ◆  

Madagascar     

Niger   ◆  

Mozambique   ◆  

Angola     

Chad     

DR Congo   ◆  

South Sudan     

Togo     

Sierra Leone     

Zambia   ◆  

Nigeria     

Rep. of the Congo     

Other countries 

Benin     

Burkina Faso ◆    

Burundi     

Ghana   ◆  

Guinea     

Zimbabwe ◆  ◆  

Cameroon     

Côte d'Ivoire    ◆ 

Lesotho     

Malawi   ◆  

Mali   ◆  

Rwanda   ◆  

Senegal     

Uganda   ◆ ◆ 

Central Africa Rep.   ◆  

South Africa     

Legend: ◆-large projects; -medium projects; -small projects; -local projects. 

                                                 
8 Countries in this category are arranged from most water-deficient to less water-deficient; "other countries" are listed 

in alphabetical order. 



 

 

Compiled by the author. 

Caritas Internationalis conducts projects in 16 of the 21 most water-deficient countries on 

the continent. This organization pays greatest attention to Ethiopia, as well as Kenya, Tanzania, 

Madagascar, Angola, and the DRC. CI also implements large projects in Burkina Faso and 

Zimbabwe – countries less affected by clean drinking water scarcity. In other African states, CI's 

projects are smaller in scale. Nevertheless, CI maintains a widespread presence across many 

countries on the continent, serving as an intermediary for distributing humanitarian aid or 

implementing projects for international organizations. 

Catholic Relief Services implements projects to increase access to clean drinking water 

primarily in the most water-deficient countries, though on a relatively modest scale. It pays greatest 

attention to Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Madagascar, and the DRC, and also operates in Burkina 

Faso. 

The Islamic Development Bank stands out among the reviewed religious organizations 

both in scale and approach – this organization finances large infrastructure projects on a 

commercial basis. In 2019, for example, the IsDB issued a USD 107 million loan for constructing 

a water supply system in Abidjan, Côte d'Ivoire's capital, and in 2022, USD 155 million for 

infrastructure development in Uganda, including the water sector [IsDB, 2023]. 

In contrast, WV, CI, and CRS implement their projects using grants and donations from 

various donors. Most frequently mentioned among these are USAID, UNICEF, the EU, WaterAid, 

national governments and ministries (Canada, the USA, Germany, Finland, Japan, and others), 

branches of religious organizations from other regions (including, WV Hong Kong, Australia, the 

USA, South Korea; CI Australia, Germany, France, Switzerland; CRS USA, and others), and 

transnational corporations (Philip Morris, Procter & Gamble). Additionally, many projects operate 

on a co-financing basis, with local communities covering part of the implementation and/or 

maintenance costs. 

The illustrative material (Fig. 1, Table 1) reveals only partial overlap between the most 

water-deficient countries and the beneficiary countries of FBOs water projects – countries where 

a large portion of the population lacks access to drinking water do not always receive adequate 

support from religious actors. This can be partially explained by local constraints. The Head of the 

WASH program at the Ethiopian Kale Heywet Church, for instance, identified several limiting 

factors for religious organizations' work that are generally typical9 for African countries: 

(1) Bureaucratic barriers. Project implementation requires coordination with the relevant 

ministry (for WASH projects, the Ministry of Water and Energy) and with governments at various 

administrative-territorial levels where the project is planned. In rural areas, permission from elders 

is often additionally required. 

(2) Security. As the informant noted: "[The lack of security – I.Z.] is a huge problem, 

especially in the last five years. We cannot work in some parts of the country." Moreover, 

humanitarian initiatives are not always positively received by traditional societies and may even 

encounter resistance [Zakharov, 2024b]. 

(3) Lack of budget funds. This factor hinders project scaling, equipment procurement, staff 

training, and related activities. Furthermore, due to bureaucratic barriers and security problems, 

religious organizations cannot always utilize even available funds. According to the respondent: 

"Project approval can take more than six months even after funding has been allocated by the 

donor... Foreign and international NGOs allocate the budget, but due to security problems, it 

cannot be used." 

The interview also revealed that the choice of territorial location is not made by the 

religious organization itself but by the donor: "We do not give preference to any particular 

geographical area. It depends on the interests of the donor." This choice appears motivated not 

only by political interests [Sokolov, 2020] but also by potential donors' familiarity with Africa –

                                                 
9 Nevertheless, this thesis may be incomplete and have pronounced regional specificity; it therefore requires 

clarification. 



 

 

more "well-known" states and regions have a greater chance of receiving support. Additionally, 

religious organizations may use water projects to attract new followers and pursue other objectives 

[Zakharov, 2019; Zakharov, 2024b], which can likewise influence the choice of territorial location. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The problem of water scarcity in Africa is becoming increasingly severe due to more frequent 

droughts, population growth, and the expansion of agriculture and industrial production. Based on 

a ranking of countries by the proportion of the population with access to clean drinking water, as 

well as levels of water stress, the continent's most water-deficient countries were identified. They 

include10 Somalia, Sudan, Equatorial Guinea, Eswatini, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Kenya, Mauritania, 

Tanzania, Madagascar, Niger, Mozambique, Angola, Chad, the DRC, South Sudan, Togo, Sierra 

Leone, Zambia, Nigeria, and the Republic of the Congo. 

The international community's response to worsening water scarcity and related challenges 

was the development of the SDGs, which include ensuring universal access to clean drinking water 

by 2030. In the 21st century, African states and international organizations have increasingly 

involved religious organizations and FBOs in achieving this goal. Analysis of African countries' 

water strategies allowed to reveal the religious actors that cooperate most actively and openly with 

state actors in this area: World Vision, Catholic Relief Services, Caritas Internationalis, and the 

Islamic Development Bank. Traditional spiritual leaders and interfaith councils also play an 

important role in implementing these strategies. Interestingly, commitment to the SDGs is evident 

both at the level of national strategies and at the level of water projects conducted by the reviewed 

FBOs. 

The demand for support from religious organizations can be explained by their high 

mobilization potential, which stems from the moral authority of spiritual leaders and the virtually 

ubiquitous presence of such organizations. Consequently, religious organizations actively 

participate in shaping African countries' water policies, changing water use practices, and 

attracting funding for water project implementation. 

Although the need for such projects in African countries is extremely high, the state 

budgets are often insufficient – only Tunisia covers almost all its expenses; Senegal, Nigeria, and 

Malawi cover more than half; while the remaining states remain heavily dependent on external 

aid. The main donors funding water projects are large international companies, state actors, 

transnational corporations, and religious organizations, primarily from Global North countries – 

the EU, the USA, Canada, Germany, France, Finland, Switzerland, Australia, South Korea, Japan, 

and others. 

The comparative geographical analysis reveals only partial overlap between the countries 

where clean drinking water scarcity is most acute and the beneficiary countries of religious actors’ 

aid. The reviewed FBOs provide greatest support to several countries, only some of which rank 

among the most water-deficient: Ethiopia (5th place), the DRC (15th), Uganda11, Kenya (7th), 

Tanzania (9th), Burkina Faso, Zimbabwe, and others. Meanwhile, in Somalia, Sudan, and other 

countries where this problem is particularly acute, water projects remain extremely modest in 

scale. This situation stems not only from the difficulty of implementing projects in the neediest 

countries due to bureaucratic constraints and security problems, but also from the interests of 

funding donors, who themselves choose territorial locations for project implementation. At the 

same time, religious organizations – as primary operators of water projects – may use them to gain 

advantages to attract new followers. 

In this regard, reconsidering mechanisms for providing international aid seems necessary 

to ensure that the neediest countries receive adequate funding. The African Union and the 

continent's regional integration associations could play an important role in this process. Their 

potential contribution could lie in equitably redistributing donor funds to reduce donors' possible 

                                                 
10 Countries where the water scarcity is more acute appear higher in the list. 
11 If no rank is indicated, the country is not among the most water-deficient. 



 

 

influence on internal political processes in recipient countries. Although implementing such a 

mechanism faces numerous challenges, improving the effectiveness of funding use is essential for 

achieving the relevant SDG and reducing risks of global and regional negative consequences, 

including migration crises, conflicts, epidemics, and others. 
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