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ach year, Earth Day on April 22 serves
E as a global reminder of the need to

protect our planet and its ecosystems.
Most Earth Day celebrations spotlight issues
like climate change, deforestation, and bio-
diversity loss, but one crucial environmental
health challenge often overlooked is water
quality in rural areas. While urban popula-
tions benefit from advanced water treatment
systems, many rural communities grapple
with inadequate water infrastructure, con-
tamination, and limited resources to address
these issues.

Access to clean water is essential not only
for drinking and cooking but also for agri-
culture, hygiene, and industrial processes.
Contaminated water can lead to a host of
health issues, including gastrointestinal ill-
nesses, reproductive problems, and neu-
rological disorders. Moreover, poor water
quality has broader implications for eco-
nomic stability, educational attainment, and
social benefits.

In the US., the problem with water qual-
ity disproportionately affects rural areas,
where smaller populations often rely on pri-
vate wells or smaller community water sys-
tems. These sources are less likely to benefit
from advancements compared to municipal
water systems.

Rural areas face unique challenges when
it comes to maintaining water quality. Rural
areas have aging infrastructure and many
rural water systems were built decades ago
and have not been adequately updated.
Corroding pipes and outdated treatment
facilities can introduce contaminants like
lead, nitrates, and pathogens into drinking
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Clean water
is not just an
environmental issue,

it is a human right.

water. Rural areas also deal with agricul-
tural runoff because they often depend on
agriculture, which can contribute to water
contamination through pesticide and fer-
tilizer runoff. Excess nutrients—particu-
larly nitrogen and phosphorus—can lead to
harmful algal blooms and dead zones (ie.,
less dissolved oxygen in water) in water
bodies. In addition, nearly 15% of the U.S.
population relies on private wells, which
are not protected under the Safe Drinking
Water Act. Private well homeowners are
responsible for testing and treating their
water, yet many lack the financial means to
do so regularly.

The consequences of poor water quality
in rural areas are far-reaching. Contaminants
like arsenic, nitrates, and E. coli pose imme-
diate health risks. Long-term exposure to pol-
lutants such as heavy metals and industrial
chemicals can increase the risk of chronic ill-
nesses, including cancer and kidney disease.
Children, pregnant individuals, and older
adults are particularly at risk.

For example, nitrate contamination, often
resulting from agricultural runoff, has been
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linked to methemoglobinemia (i.e., blue baby
syndrome), a condition that reduces the abil-
ity of blood to carry oxygen in infants. Simi-
larly, exposure to arsenic—a naturally occur-
ring contaminant in groundwater—can lead
to skin lesions, developmental effects, and
increased cancer risk.

Addressing water quality challenges in
rural areas requires a multifaceted approach
that integrates policy changes, community
involvement, and technological innova-
tion. Federal and state governments should
allocate more funds to upgrade rural water
systems. Programs such as the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Rural Development
Water and Environmental Programs provide
essential support but need greater reach and
funding. The Safe Drinking Water Act should
include private wells or create a parallel
framework for regular testing and monitor-
ing, and make that accessible and affordable
for private well owners.

Also, public education campaigns can
raise awareness about the importance of
water testing and maintenance. Further,
local organizations can play a role in train-
ing residents to manage and protect their
water resources effectively. Lastly, collabora-
tion between government agencies, nonprof-
its, and private companies can bring techni-
cal expertise and financial resources to rural
water projects.

Earth Day’s theme for 2025—Invest in Our
Planet—underscores the importance of tak-
ing collective action to address environmen-
tal challenges. Advocating for clean water in
rural areas aligns perfectly with this mission.
By highlighting this often-neglected issue,
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Earth Day can inspire policymakers, orga-
nizations, and individuals to prioritize rural
water quality as a cornerstone of environ-
mental health.

Simple actions, such as donating to orga-
nizations working on rural water projects or
supporting policies that enhance water infra-
structure funding, can make a significant
impact. Educational initiatives, community
cleanups, and advocacy efforts can also help

shine a spotlight on the invisible struggles of
rural communities.

As we celebrate Earth Day and reflect on
the many ways to care for our planet, let us
remember that environmental health begins
with the basics. Clean water is not just an
environmental issue, it is a human right. By
addressing water quality challenges in rural
areas, we take a crucial step toward building
a healthier and sustainable future. Let this

Earth Day serve as a reminder that no com-
munity, no matter how remote, should be left
behind in the pursuit of shared progress. '«
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Are you ready to elevate your voice in the climate conversation?
In partnership with ecoAmerica, the FREE, self-paced Climate for Health
Ambassador Training offers a reliable and easy way to take meaningful
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climate action. Advance your expertise and leadership in climate and for HEALTH.
health advocacy by taking the training today—it is not just about Ambassadors

learning, it is about doing.

Why Take the Training?

e Further Your Learning Activities: Earn 3 continuing
education contact hours by taking this free training.

e Empower Yourself and Others: Learn effective
strategies to engage and inspire your community
and policymakers.

e Build Connections: Join a network of passionate
professionals and climate leaders who are driving
real change.

e Accessible and Flexible: Dive into our training at your
own pace from anywhere and at any time.

Learn more and start today:
neha.org/climate-change
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