 CLEAN WATER SHOULD BE A FOCUS OF AMERICA’S FOREIGN POLICY

I recently returned from Kenya where I was locating sites for new water wells for rural villages in support of a small, non-profit, humanitarian organization named Global Water.  In a nutshell, Global Water believes the root cause of hunger, disease and poverty in the developing world is a lack of clean water.  

While in Kenya, I witnessed many of the new paved roads being built throughout the country.  What was astonishing was how the work was being accomplished.  The Chinese Government is funding road construction all over Kenya in a way that assures success.  They’re not throwing money at the leaders of Kenya, as the developed world often does with its foreign aid packages.  Instead, the Chinese has sent technical staff and heavy equipment to design and build the roads themselves.  They’ve hired hundreds of Kenyans under the supervision of Chinese engineers and technicians, in addition to contracting with many small businesses to supply building materials.  When the roads are finished, the people of Kenya will thank and respect the Chinese – now that’s an effective foreign policy!

Why Use Clean Water As A Focus Of Our Foreign Policy?  

I believe water is the key to allowing the rural areas of the developing world to actually develop.  Allowing the human right that people have clean water to drink and enough food to eat will undoubtedly bring about a safer world, reducing frustration and anxiety while enhancing health, education and general well-being.  Today, frustration and anxiety levels are on the rise in many regions of the developing world.  One of the contributing factors is that people are frustrated when they cannot provide the basic means of survival for their families.  
Water has the potential to allow the evolution of rural communities into healthy agricultural-oriented societies that are immune to the ever-looming droughts that many areas of the developing world suffer.  As much as 80% of fatal childhood diseases that kill children and destroy families worldwide are caused, not by shortages of food and medicine, but by drinking contaminated water.  With sufficient water for both livestock and domestic uses, the nomadic populations of developing nations will not have to move their livestock as often to find water, allowing their children to attend school.  If sufficient water is available for agriculture, farmers can grow far more plentiful and consistent crops, reducing the dependency on rainfall in semi-arid regions of the world, potentially breaking the cycle of drought and famine.  

Why Doesn’t the Developing World Develop?

It was a startling realization for me when I first understood that many leaders in developing countries do not care enough to help the majority of their own country’s citizens merely because they live in rural areas (often making up 70% of a population).  Leaders in developing countries are more focused on the task of wealth generation than on the well-being of their own people. This is the reason that the people living in rural areas of developing nations are still living as humans did thousands of years ago, without the basic infrastructure of clean water and sanitation that we take for granted everyday of our lives.  
Often the fundamental tool political leaders of developing countries use to control their citizens is the lack of basic services, including clean water.  Without clean water, people can’t begin to live a healthy life, grow enough food, or go to school.  Many have no choice but to leave school and travel for miles to gather water for their families, forcing them into this vicious cycle where they can’t be productive or begin to change their lives for the better.

How Can The US Provide Water In Developing Countries?  The answer is certainly not by giving foreign aid or loans by international banks to the governments of the developing world.  These are failed approaches that continue to be implemented in developing nations and do little other than to line the pockets of their leaders.  Instead, technical support should be sent to developing countries in the form of water engineers and well drilling rigs with experienced foremen to create humanitarian water teams augmented with local residents.  

Alternatively, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that exist in every developing nation could be used to implement clean water infrastructure projects if provided funding and support. I have seen firsthand the implementation of projects by these NGOs and the success stories they have created for villagers throughout the world.  Unfortunately, today they are typically ignored by large aid organizations or government foreign aid, and are forced to seek support from small, non-profit organizations based in the developed world (such as Global Water) that are often under-funded, themselves. 
By funding clean water projects in the developing world, the US would be perceived as the benevolent country that we certainly are (as demonstrated during every disaster relief operation around the world) instead of the arrogant, authoritative country that we’re often perceived as being. By installing new water sources in the developing world, we’d be helping to create healthy, agricultural-based societies that are inherently less aggressive and more peaceful than the frustrated and anxious societies we so often experience in today’s world where food is limited and clean water and adequate sanitation is non-existent.  

The bottom line is this – nothing can impact the quality of life for people in the developing world as significantly as clean water.   It’s the only “foreign aid” that can truly overcome the hunger, disease and poverty that are rampant throughout the developing world and it’s the only “foreign aid” that lasts a lifetime.  If the U.S. wants to win the hearts and minds of the world, water can be the key.  That would be foreign policy at its best!

The author is Ted Kuepper, Executive Director of Global Water, an international, non-profit humanitarian organization focused on creating safe-water supplies, sanitation and hygiene facilities for rural villages and schools in developing countries.  World Water Day is March 22.

