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			This book is dedicated to the resilient, resourceful, inspiring people we serve. By investing in safe water and all the enormous possibilities it brings, you are charting a new course—not only for yourselves and your families, but for all humanity.

		

	
		
			When the well’s dry, we know the worth of water.

			—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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			WHAT THE HELL IS THE “WATER ISSUE”?

		

	
		
			POV: Matt Damon

			I’ve spent most of my life telling stories on-screen, not on the page—so as I was thinking about how to begin this book, I thought about how I’d start the movie. We’d fade in on a hut I visited in rural Zambia in 2006. I can still see it clearly in my mind: earthen brick walls, dirt floor, thatched roof. The landscape around it was usually dry, but because this was April, the end of the rainy season, the ground was covered, in parts, with a thin blanket of green. I was sitting outside the hut, waiting for a teenager to get home from school.

			I was in Zambia because Bono—the rock star who spends his spare time fighting to end extreme poverty—had been pestering me to go. “Pest” is Bono’s word. He wears it like a badge of honor. He takes pride in getting people—politicians especially, but others, too—to do things they wouldn’t otherwise do, if he wasn’t pestering them. The guy is really good at it. Bono believes that seeing poverty up close can change a person’s priorities, can compel them to go out and do something about it. So he and his colleagues at the organization he started, DATA—which would eventually become the ONE Campaign—had been pressuring me to join them on a trip to Africa. He’d been pressuring me with the zeal of a telemarketer. He was not going to take no for an answer.

			My answer wasn’t no, exactly. I just had a lot going on in my life. My wife would be seven months pregnant at the time of the trip, and I had only a small window of time before my next movie. So I told Bono it just wasn’t a good time. He looked at me and said, “It’s never going to be a good time.” Which, of course, was totally right.

			I had no grand illusions about the point of going on this trip. It’s not like I’d be changing anybody’s life. Bono likes to say that there’s nothing worse than a rock star with a cause, but an actor with a cause is a close second. I winced at the mental image of me walking through the bush or an urban slum somewhere, looking concerned, and then flying home to my comfortable life. But then I thought: that’s an even dumber excuse for not going than “I’m busy.” The more I thought about the trip, the more I realized that I wanted to go and meet some of the people who live in these extremely poor places, to see firsthand the challenges they face, and to figure out whether there was something I could be doing to help. So I told Bono I’d go, and my older brother, Kyle, agreed to come along, too.

			The trip was about two weeks long. It took us to slums and rural villages across South Africa and Zambia. DATA had set it up like a college mini course. Each day, we learned about a different challenge that kept people from breaking the cycle of poverty: underfunded health systems, the challenges of life in a slum, the HIV/AIDS crisis. We read briefing books about each issue, visited organizations that were trying to tackle them, and, most important, talked with the people.

			On one of our last days in Zambia, we were going to learn about water. It wasn’t clear to me why. I understood why we had been focusing on HIV/AIDS and education—these were issues that you read about in the news, issues that people talked about or signed petitions about or donated in support of. But when I heard we’d be spending the day on the “water issue,” I wasn’t sure what issue that was, exactly. I guessed the water was contaminated.

			Then I read my issue brief. It said, yes, the water was contaminated—so much so that waterborne diseases were killing a child about every twenty seconds.[1] But the water was also hard to access. There were no water pipes in these villages, no water taps in people’s homes. Somebody had to go get the water and bring it back, and that somebody was almost always a woman or a girl. This was their responsibility: to walk as far as necessary to whatever water source they could find and fill their plastic jerrican, a five-gallon water jug that weighs more than forty pounds when full.[2] Then they turn around and carry it home. And the next day they wake up and do it again.

			To see what that was like, we drove four hours from Zambia’s capital, Lusaka, to a village with a well that a partner of DATA’s helped build. The staff knew of a family who lived close to the road. Their daughter Wema[*] was fourteen, and every day after school she walked to the well to get water for her family. She’d agreed to let us walk with her, but when we arrived at her home, it was empty. Not just the home, but the whole area. There was no village center that I could see; all the huts were spread out. It was very still, very quiet, and we just sat there for a while, waiting.

			Eventually we saw Wema coming toward us down the path. She was carrying books and wearing a simple blue dress that looked like a school uniform. She greeted us shyly, then put down her books and went to fetch her family’s jerrican.

			At first, as we started walking to the well, the conversation was awkward. Which wasn’t really a surprise. Wema, who walked alone to this well every day, suddenly had an entourage of trip coordinators and village officials, plus an overeager movie actor. She and I didn’t speak the same language, so we had to rely on an interpreter. Still, as we walked, everybody else hung back a bit, giving us some space. Her responses to my questions were pretty short, but after a while we both relaxed a little, and even the silences felt natural enough. It was a peaceful walk down a country road.

			After half an hour or so, we arrived at the well. Somebody suggested I try my hand at it. I had just finished filming one of the Jason Bourne movies, so I thought I was in pretty good shape. But pumping water from this well was harder than it looked. Wema and I laughed as I struggled with it. She had this incredibly practiced way of working the pump and then hefting this big, heavy yellow can up onto her head, where she kept it balanced with the help of one hand. This was easy to admire until you remembered (if you’d let yourself forget) that this was work for her: an inescapable, essential chore.

			On our way back, it started to rain. Nobody said anything about it; we just kept walking. There’s something about succumbing to the rain and accepting you’re going to get soaked that loosens people up. The conversation got easier. I asked the girl if she wanted to live in the same village when she grew up. She smiled at me, a little shy again—as if she was debating whether or not to answer. After a moment, she did. “I want to go to Lusaka,” she said, “and become a nurse.”

			I had this feeling that she mostly kept this ambition to herself. I wondered if her parents even knew, and if she’d hesitated to tell me because I might tell them. It was no small thing for her to have this dream—to think about leaving the place she’d always known, to head out on her own and show what she could do. It really resonated with me. And look, I know it’s a cliché to meet someone halfway across the world whose life is dramatically different from your own, and suddenly see yourself in them—but I did. She brought to mind that feeling of restlessness, that eagerness to get out and do something new, somewhere new. I knew exactly what it felt like to be a teenager with a dream. I spent my teenage years pooling the money from my summer jobs in a joint bank account with Ben Affleck so we could move to New York and become actors. Not the same thing, obviously. But not so different that we couldn’t connect.

			As I talked with her, it seemed clear to me that she was going to do it. She had a spark, a kind of self-possession that made it easy for me to imagine that one day, she’d work up the courage to tell her parents she was going to chase her dream to Lusaka. Maybe they’d be angry about that, or sad about losing her, or proud that she was thinking big. Maybe all three. But she’d study, and she’d work, and she’d meet her goal. More than fifteen years later I’m still convinced she’s made it. That she’s not still walking that path and carrying that jerrican. I hope I’m right.

			The main reason I’m optimistic—actually, the only reason I can be optimistic—is that Wema was able to go to school. It took half an hour to walk to the well we visited, but an hour of walking every day left her enough time to attend school and do her homework before the sun set—the village had no electricity, so after dark it was impossible to read a book. DATA introduced me to her because she was, in relative terms, a success story—a girl lucky enough to have a well close by so she could spend a good part of her days learning. Millions of girls aren’t so lucky. For them, getting water doesn’t take one hour; it takes three or four or six. It’s what they do: they walk for water. That necessity keeps them from going to school, or working in the fields to earn money for their families, or creating something they can sell at a market. In fact, in some regions of India, water is so scarce that men take “water wives”—second and even third wives who spend all day, every day, gathering water for the family.[3]

			I kept coming back to that old adage: “Water is life.” How many hours of that fourteen-year-old’s life had already been saved because someone thought to dig a well a mile away from her house instead of four or five? That decision was the reason she could spend her days doing more than walking to and from the well. It was the reason she was able to pursue a dream that felt so big and audacious she hesitated even to say it out loud. For Wema, water was life; it was also a shot at a better life.
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			I should probably pause right here to acknowledge that the “celebrity goes to Africa and resolves to change the world” thing has probably triggered your gag reflex. It triggers mine, too. I might, in fact, be that celebrity, but I am also my mother’s son.

			My mom, Nancy Carlsson-Paige, who’s in her seventies now, was a professor of early childhood education when I was growing up. She taught at Lesley University in Cambridge, Massachusetts. From the time I was nine years old, I lived with my mom and brother in a six-family communal house near the school. You know when people complain about the liberal bias of academia, and they paint some ludicrous picture of a kind of super-bookish hippie commune? Yeah, I grew up there. No joke, one of my babysitters was Howard Zinn, the famous Boston University professor who wrote A People’s History of the United States and helped lead the movement to teach history from the perspective of oppressed people rather than the people who did the oppressing. When people call me a Hollywood liberal, part of me wants to fight back—and part of me just wants to say, “Well, Cambridge, not Hollywood.”

			During my teenage years in the eighties, one of the big issues you heard a lot about in Cambridge (not at the places where Ben and I were hanging out in Central Square, but definitely around my dinner table) was the upheaval in Central America. The roots of the crisis went back to the 1950s, when the Eisenhower administration ordered the CIA to help overthrow the democratically elected president of Guatemala on the notion that it would stop the spread of communism in our hemisphere. Guatemala’s president was just a left-wing social reformer, not a Communist, but the fear he might secretly be one, or might someday become one, was enough for the United States to support a military coup. Two hundred thousand people died in the civil war that followed.[4] In the seventies and eighties, leftist movements in the region—the Sandinistas in Nicaragua and the FMLN in El Salvador—overthrew a dictatorship and a military junta, respectively. The United States backed the dictators, giving them the training and funding to conduct long and bloody civil wars. There were terrible human rights violations on both sides, but there’s too much tragic history to cover in this book—anyhow, I know some people aren’t going to trust a guy who first learned history from Howard Zinn to tell it.

			Suffice it to say that when I was growing up, Cambridge was a major center of resistance to these policies. You’d see churches hosting memorials for victims of political oppression; you’d run into community volunteers walking door to door carrying pictures of war victims, raising money for them. I remember big protests in Boston Common—including one where five hundred people occupied the JFK Federal Building. My mom went to these protests. She was arrested at one of them. And while they didn’t exactly reverse US policy, they did make a difference. Our governor defied the Reagan administration by refusing to send the Massachusetts National Guard to conduct military exercises in Central America. Cambridge declared itself a sanctuary city for refugees from the conflict and chose as our sister city a Salvadoran village that had been devastated by violence; we sent medical supplies and other kinds of support.[5]

			Around this time, my mom started learning Spanish and traveling to Central America whenever she could. She went to Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras. She went mainly to get a better sense of what was happening there and to bring the news back home to help strengthen the case against further US intervention. A lot of activists believed that if American citizens were on the ground in these countries, our government wouldn’t risk their lives by invading.

			She brought me along on three of the tamer trips. To start with, we’d live with local families and take language classes, and then we’d spend the rest of the trip backpacking around the country, riding on buses filled with chickens. The summer we went to Guatemala, there was still fighting going on up in the mountains. Once, a truck passed me with a bunch of kids in the back. They had camo paint on their faces and guns in their hands. They were on their way to join the battle in the hills. I was seventeen at the time, and they looked like they were around my age or even younger. I’ll never forget making eye contact with one of them and seeing his blank stare. That kid had seen a lot of things I hadn’t and never would.

			The next summer—it was 1989 and I’d just finished my first year of college—my mom said: “Matt, I’ve been restraining myself on these trips because you and Kyle need a mom. But you’re both grown now, and you should know I’m not going to do that anymore.” She started going to more dangerous places—including Cambridge’s sister city in El Salvador. The town had been suspected of harboring guerrillas, and while she was there, the Salvadoran army came in, fired their guns in the air, and urinated in the town well to contaminate the water. Thankfully my mom was unhurt. She came home even more intent on engaging with the world—on working to figure out what was going on, and how she could take a more active role in righting injustices.

			But her views on all this were complicated. As determined as she was to make a difference, she was also deeply skeptical of people, governments, aid organizations—anyone, really—rushing into struggling communities in the name of help. I remember her telling me that intervention—however well-meaning it might be—can come from a place of condescension, can even reflect a kind of unconscious racism, an assumption that black and brown people just aren’t capable of helping themselves. She couldn’t stand the arrogance of relief workers who thought they had it all figured out, who just needed to bestow their wisdom and largesse on people in need. (Seriously, don’t get her started on this.)

			My mom turned this scrutiny on herself, too. She knew her heart was in the right place, but she also knew that wasn’t enough. Her travels showed her how hard it was to truly understand the complexities of life in a country where you’ve never lived, to appreciate a set of circumstances so different from any you’ve ever faced, or to anticipate the consequences of any ideas you bring from the outside. The caricature of the crusading liberal is pretty familiar. But it was clear to me that my mom wasn’t crusading. She was wrestling—with herself and her own hesitations. She was working hard to avoid the traps she saw all around her. She was trying to be humble, never presumptuous, trying to make sure she never imagined, even subconsciously, that she knew more about the circumstances of these Salvadorans or Mexicans or Guatemalans than they did themselves. And so, armed with self-awareness, at least, she got back on a plane to see what she could do.

			But a lot of time—years, actually—passed between having those conversations with my mom and applying those lessons myself. They were years in which, for a while, I was living out of a duffel bag, going from friends’ couches to acting jobs and back to friends’ couches—years in which engaging with the world, to be honest, took a back seat to getting bigger and better roles and steady work. Then, when that began to happen, it took all my energies to make sure it kept on happening; then Lucy and I were starting a family, and so on; and before I knew it, it was 2006, and Bono was pestering me to get involved. He had shown that advocating for others didn’t mean you had to stop living your own life. He and U2 didn’t stop recording albums during all those years he’d been campaigning against poverty. He didn’t quit his day job or give any less of himself to his wife, Ali, and their four kids.

			And he didn’t hang back out of concern that people were going to roll their eyes every time a rich rock star started talking about poverty, or that they were going to call him a hypocrite or a dilettante or a photo-op philanthropist. People did call him all these things, and still do; it comes with the territory. But Bono takes the position that a little eye-rolling and some snark on social media is a small price to pay for doing something as opposed to, you know, doing nothing, or simply writing checks. Don’t get me wrong: giving to charities is important, and if you’ve been lucky, as I’ve been, you can give something proportionate to the good fortune you’ve received. I’ve always been a big believer in that. But at the same time I had the feeling there was more I could be doing. That trip in 2006 was my first real step toward figuring out what that might be.
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			It wasn’t immediately obvious to me that I should focus on water. The trip had been a blur. DATA had thrown so much at me so quickly that I was reeling; I had to spend some time sorting through it all and deciding where I might make a difference.

			My first instinct was to focus on what seemed to be causing the most immediate suffering: HIV/AIDS. Early in the trip, we spent a day in Soweto, South Africa’s largest township, to learn more about the HIV crisis. We went to meet two young boys—one around twelve years old, the other around seven—whose parents had died of AIDS. The boys were living on their own now, just the two of them. The older boy told me how he had to function as both parents to his little brother. One of the things that struck me was how spotless their room was. No one was there to clean it for them. No one was there to tell them to clean it. They just did it on their own.

			I walked out and said: “What are these kids going to do? What’s going to happen to them?” And our guides explained, matter-of-factly, that the boys would probably end up in gangs. They said that gangs in the city had all sorts of techniques to pull in desperate young boys who needed money. They usually succeeded.

			I couldn’t stop thinking about that moment for the rest of the trip. I wanted to do something to help combat the AIDS crisis, and there were clear opportunities to get involved—fighting AIDS was very much the focus of DATA. But the more I learned, the less confident I was that the war on AIDS needed me as a foot soldier. Thanks to activists around the world and leaders like Bono, Bill Gates, and former presidents Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, governments had belatedly gotten serious about stopping the spread of AIDS. Of course a lot more funding and support were needed. But other problems were causing a lot of pain, too, and getting just a fraction of the attention.

			Education was an issue I connected with personally, given my upbringing, and I knew that the value of education was easy to communicate, since so many people, irrespective of background, have experienced it firsthand. But again, there was no shortage of people working on this issue. Then I thought I should channel my mom’s example, and think about what the people I met on the trip asked me to work on. But that had happened to me just once. We were eating dinner at the home of the chief of a village outside Lusaka. All of a sudden, he leaned forward and asked: “When can we do something about the crocodiles?”

			Turns out that in his village, crocodiles were killing more people than AIDS was. Needless to say, this wasn’t in my briefing book. I asked one of the folks at DATA if there was something we could do, and she said she’d look into it. I guess the solution was pretty simple. It wasn’t going to take a UN commission to figure it out: traps, guns, that sort of thing. Still, I couldn’t imagine myself as the champion of that cause. Matt Damon, Crocodile Hunter.

			My mind kept going back to that girl in blue and our walk to the well. And the more I thought about her situation, and about everything else I learned about water, the more I saw how central water is to everything. Life’s impossible without it. And when clean water is unavailable, human progress is impossible.

			Every other issue I encountered on the trip, or read about in the news, seemed to trace back to water. Health, for example. Diarrhea, the most common symptom of waterborne diseases, kills more children than malaria, measles, and HIV/AIDS—combined.[6] For millions more children, waterborne diseases cause such severe malnourishment that their physical and mental growth is stunted forever.[7] And there are even further health consequences for the women and girls who transport the water. As Åsa Regnér, the deputy executive director of UN Women, has put it: “All this fetching and carrying, usually from a young age, causes cumulative wear-and-tear to the neck, spine, back and knees. In effect, a woman’s body becomes part of the water-delivery infrastructure, doing the work of pipes.”[8]

			Water is central to the fight to get more kids in school, too. Illnesses caused by waterborne diseases cause 443 million missed school days each year.[9] The lack of bathrooms and sanitary products keeps girls at home for multiple days each month when they have their menstrual cycles. And of course, the long walks to water cause girls to drop out completely. If you want kids in the classroom, you have to end the water crisis.

			And if you’re concerned about gender equity—what more significant step could we take to empower women and girls than simply to give them back their days?

			The water crisis is also a big driver of extreme poverty, costing economies around the world $260 billion every year.[10] And as we’re already seeing, water shortages are one of the most devastating consequences of a warming climate. For people who are connected to water infrastructure, shortages will be expensive. For people who aren’t, shortages will be deadly.

			“Water is the first principle of everything.”[11] Thales, the ancient Greek philosopher, said that. It looked to me like Thales was right. Every other conversation I was having about development issues—health, education, women’s rights, economic opportunity, the environment—could have started, maybe should have started, with a discussion of water. Or, to be exact, a discussion of WASH—the usual shorthand for water, sanitation, and hygiene, which are often treated as a single issue. But hardly anyone was talking about it. I kept coming back to something one of Bono’s colleagues had told me. “Water is the least sexy of all causes,” he said. Yeah, I thought. Now try adding shit to it!

			Why are water and sanitation so unsexy—why do they get such little attention? Over the years I’ve developed and discarded a bunch of theories. The one I’ve hung on to is best captured by a parable David Foster Wallace once told:

			
				There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says “Morning, boys. How’s the water?” And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then even-tually one of them looks over at the other and goes “What the hell is water?”[12]

			

			Wallace used the story to illustrate that, in his words, “the most obvious, important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk about.” But for me it’s not just a metaphor. When it comes to water, it’s almost literally true.

			We are surrounded by water. We wake up and shower with water, brush our teeth with water, flush our toilet with water, make coffee with water, drink a glass of water, wash our dishes with water, all before we even leave the house. We never imagine we might have to go without it—because we never do. We rarely think about paying for it because it’s so cheap it’s virtually free, unless it’s in a plastic bottle advertising its electrolytes. The one drink you get for free at any Starbucks, or any restaurant, is a glass of water. We’re used to drinking for free from fountains, or using free bathrooms.

			So you and me—we’re the fish. “What the hell is water?”

			Water and sanitation are so available to us that we don’t notice them; we don’t even see them. And except on rare occasions, like the devastating failure of the water system in Flint, Michigan, we’re never without them. We know what it’s like to skip a meal from time to time; we’ve seen an empty fridge. So we know what it might conceivably feel like to be hungry. But how many of us have ever turned on every faucet in our house, every tap in our whole town, and seen nothing come out? How many of us have even imagined that?

			About twenty years ago, I read a story in the LA Times about two college roommates who’d gone on a road trip. They got out at Carlsbad Caverns, went out for a hike, and got lost. They were wandering around for four days with no water. The thirst was so agonizing that one of them begged his friend to kill him rather than let him die from dehydration. The friend had a small knife with him. And he actually did it—actually killed his best friend—only to learn, not long after, that they were just 240 feet off the trail.[13]

			They did an autopsy on the kid, and it showed something surprising. He hadn’t been dying of thirst. He hadn’t been close to dying of thirst. He just hadn’t realized what he was experiencing—because he’d never been truly thirsty before.

			In 1906, a scientist named W. J. McGee interviewed a man who had survived for almost a week without water in the Arizona desert. McGee described thirst
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