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Introduction

Water security is a fundamental component of sustainable development and
human well-being. The United Nations defines water security as the capacity of
a population to safeguard sustainable access to adequate quantities of water for
sustaining livelihoods, human well-being and socio-economic development.' Despite
global efforts, many regions continue to face severe water-related challenges due
to pollution, over-extraction and inequitable access. Legal frameworks exist to
protect water rights and promote sustainable management, but legal awareness and
community participation often remain low. Environmental legal education focused
on educating citizens about their legal rights and responsibilities concerning natural
resources offers atransformative solution. By increasing legal literacy and empowering
communities to engage with policy and enforcement mechanisms, it can significantly
contribute to improved water governance.

However, such educational efforts can fall short without culturally resonant delivery
mechanisms. Faith-based approaches provide an important yet underutilized
platform for environmental education. In many societies, religious leaders and
institutions hold moral authority and foster strong communal ties. Religious teachings
across traditions emphasize stewardship of the Earth, care for creation, and ethical
responsibility toward water. Integrating these values with legal education creates a
powerful synergy capable of inspiring behavioural change and civic engagement.
This paper examines how such an integration can strengthen water security, with a
focus on selected faith-based initiatives and their legal-environmental impact.

| UN Water Task Force on Water Security, Water Security and the Global Water Agenda: A UN Water
Analytical Brief (May 2013) 5.




Purpose of the Report and Importance of Faith-Based and Legal
Approaches

This report draws from three intersecting domains: water security, environmental
legal education and faith-based environmentalism. Water security encompasses
physical availability, access, quality and sustainability. It is linked not only
to environmental factors but also to governance, equity and human rights.
Environmental legal education involves equipping individuals and communities
with knowledge of environmental laws and their legal rights and responsibilities.
This form of education encourages grassroots advocacy, legal empowerment, and
participatory governance. It often includes community workshops, school curricula,
and informal legal literacy campaigns.

Faith-based environmentalism is rooted in the moral and spiritual teachings
of religious traditions that emphasize care for the natural world. Many religious
doctrines highlight water as a divine gift and stress the ethical duty to use it wisely.
Faith-based approaches can act as a bridge between abstract legal principles
and lived spiritual values, making legal concepts more accessible and compelling.
Together, these frameworks suggest that combining environmental legal education
with religious outreach can provide holistic and culturally grounded strategies
for water governance, existing literature shows that legal education can lead to
enhanced environmental governance and community resilience.

Programs in Latin America, South Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa have demonstrated
how legal empowerment increases compliance with water regulations and
supports grassroots activism. Separately, faith-based organizations have made
significant contributions to environmental awareness." The Catholic Church’s
encyclical “Laudato Si’” Islamic teachings on water as a sacred trust (Amana), and
indigenous spiritual connections to water all highlight the religious imperative to
protect water resources. Organizations like Islamic Relief, Eco Faith Recovery and
Green Faith have led community-based water protection campaigns grounded in
faith. However, there is a gap in integrating these two spheres—legal education
and faith-based mobilization. Few studies have examined how religious institutions
can act as vehicles for legal literacy, especially regarding environmental laws and
water rights.

Water and Spirituality in Africa

Water in African cultures is far more than a resource; is sacred, ancestral and
alive. Across the continent, water is deeply tied to spiritual beliefs, identity, rituals
and cultural protection systems, especially in the context of great rivers like the
Nile." In many African traditional religions, water bodies are believed to house
spirits, ancestors or deities. These spirits are guardians of the water and must be
respected to ensure harmony between nature and humanity, in parts of East and
Central Africa, rivers are considered the dwelling places of river spirits or water
deities. In Yoruba traditions, for example, Oshun is a goddess of fresh water, love
and fertility.

In regions surrounding the Nile, people historically offered rituals and prayers to
the river, recognizing its life-giving power as divine and was the sacred backbone

Il UNESCO, Water, Culture and Development, 2017.
1l Swain, Water Security and Water Conflicts in the Nile Basin, Global Policy, 2011.




of Ancient Egyptian civilization.v The god Hapi was honoured as the deity of the
Nile’s annual flood essential for agriculture and food. The river’s cycle of flooding
and renewal was seen as a symbol of life, death and rebirth, a core theme in
Egyptian cosmology. Temples and ceremonies were often conducted along the
Nile, reinforcing the spiritual connection between water and divine order (Ma’at).

Some water sources are considered so holy, they are protected by taboos for
example, only certain elders or spiritual leaders can draw from them like lakes
and river confluences are often sites for healing rituals, baptisms, libations and
divinations. In many rural African communities, traditional laws prevent pollution
or misuse of these waters, long before formal environmental regulations.” Water in
Africa is not just a human right it is a cultural right, a spiritual responsibility and a
sacred trust. Any efforts toward water security must engage with this deep-rooted
cultural memory, respecting both indigenous knowledge and spiritual traditions.

Indigenous religion and deep ecology

Indigenous religions obviously have a link with ecology, around the world, including
many traditional beliefs. This spiritual relationship reflects the core ideas of deep
ecology, which calls for a fundamental shift in human attitudes towards nature
from seeing it as a resource to be used, to recognizing the inherent worth of all
living things regardless of their utility to humans. In the Amazon, indigenous tribes’
traditional hunting and farming techniques sustain the forest ecosystem, reflecting
deep ecological balance.v In Southern Africa, people’s beliefs about the spirit world
guide sustainable water use in arid environments, preserving scarce resources."

The concept of “Amana” offers a compelling ethical foundation for environmental

I\ African Development Bank Group, The Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam and Nile Basin Water
Security, 2020.

\% Smedley, Spirituality and Water in Africa, Journal of Environmental Studies, 2015.

VI Posey DA, ‘Indigenous Knowledge and Ethics: A Darrell Posey Reader’ (Routledge 2004)

VI Suzman J, ‘An Introduction to the San of Southern Africa’ (Wits University Press 2001).




stewardship, particularly in discussions around water protection and ecological
responsibility. In Islamic belief, Amana represents the divine trust bestowed upon
humankind to act as stewards (Khalifa) of the Earth. It implies accountability and
moral responsibility for safeguarding the environment, including natural resources
such as water, forests and land.x According to Qur’an 33:72 “We offered the Trust
(Amana) to the heavens, the earth and the mountains, but they declined to bear
it and were fearful of it; but man assumed it. Indeed, he was unjust and ignorant.”
This verse conveys the weight of environmental responsibility placed upon human
beings a duty not merely of governance, but of ethical and spiritual significance as
said in the presentation.x Under the doctrine of Amana, water is considered a gift
from God (Allah), not to be owned but shared equitably, conserved, and protected.
Islamic teachings forbid waste (israf) and emphasize just distribution values that
align closely with modern environmental principles of sustainability and equity.* In
the Hadith, which is considered as the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad, water
is described as a common good in that “People are partners in three things: water,
pasture, and fire” according to the Sunan Abu Dawood, Hadith.x This reinforces
the communal and spiritual responsibility to protect water resources.

Implications for Water Access and Protection

Water is considered sacred; some water sources are protected by traditional rules
that limit who can use them and how. This helps prevent overuse and pollution,
supporting the long-term health of water bodies. However, these customs can
sometimes restrict access, especially for outsiders or marginalized groups,
creating challenges for ensuring everyone has enough clean water. Protecting
water resources requires balancing these cultural, spiritual and political factors.
Environmental laws and policies must respect traditional beliefs while promoting
fair and sustainable access for all communities. Education plays a key role in
helping people understand their legal rights and responsibilities related to water,
while faith-based leaders can encourage respect and stewardship through shared
values. Successful water access and protection depend on blending modern legal
frameworks with cultural traditions and cooperation among all stakeholders. This
approach can help secure water for present and future generations while honouring
the deep spiritual connection many communities have with this precious resource.

Vil Fazlun Khalid, Islam and the Environment (Ta-Ha Publishers 2002).
IX A Duderija, ‘Environment and Ethics in Islam: Towards an Islamic Environmental Ethic’ (2010) 9

Worldviews: Global Religions, Culture, and Ecology 145.

X The Qur’an 33:72.

Xl Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Religion and the Order of Nature (OUP 1996).
Xl Abu Dawood, Sunan Abi Dawood, Hadith 3477.




The role of environmental legal education

Environmental legal education plays a crucial role in strengthening water security
by empowering communities with knowledge about their rights and responsibilities
related to water resources. It bridges the gap between complex environmental
laws and the everyday lives of people who depend on water for their livelihoods
even according to these studies. One of the primary objectives of environmental
legal education is to increase awareness about legal rights to water access and
protection. Many communities, especially in developing regions, lack understanding
of water laws or how to assert their rights in the face of pollution, over-extraction or
unfair allocation. By educating individuals about national water laws, international
treaties and local regulations, communities become better equipped to advocate
for equitable water distribution and to hold violators accountable x¥ This awareness
also includes understanding responsibilities, such as sustainable water use and
pollution prevention. Educating communities fosters a sense of stewardship and
collective action to maintain water quality and quantity for current and future
generations.

Environmental legal education highlights a variety of legal tools designed to protect
water resources. These include laws governing water quality standards, permits
for water use, environmental impact assessments, and mechanisms for dispute
resolution.» Knowledge of these tools enables communities and local leaders to
engage with policymakers, enforce regulations, and participate in decision-making
processes. Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) require developers to
consider water-related impacts before project approval, providing a preventative
tool that communities can monitorx Effective environmental legal education
often takes place through community-based models, which use culturally relevant
approaches to engage local populations. These models may involve workshops,
participatory theatre, local leaders, and faith-based organizations to communicate
legal conceptsin accessible ways.» Integrating indigenous knowledge and spiritual
values with formal legal education strengthens acceptance and application of
laws.xn Faith-based groups have proven influential in disseminating environmental
legal knowledge, as their moral authority encourages behavioural change and
collective responsibility.x Such grassroots education promotes inclusive water
governance by empowering marginalized groups, including women and rural
communities, who are often excluded from formal legal channels.x

Xl Swain, A. (2011). Water Security and Water Conflicts in the Nile Basin: Causes, Challenges, and
Cooperation. Global Policy, 2(2), 209-216.

XIV UNESCO. (2017). Water, Culture and Development: A Contribution from the World Water Assessment
Programme. United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

XV World Bank. (2019). Legal Frameworks for Water Resources Management. Retrieved from https://
documents.worldbank.org

XVI United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). (2016). Environmental Impact Assessment and
Strategic Environmental Assessment. UNEP Publication.

XVII Agarwal, A., & Narain, S. (2007). Community-based Environmental Legal Education in Developing
Countries. Journal of Environmental Education, 38(3), 21-34

XVII Smedley, A. R. (2015). Spirituality and Water in Africa: Understanding Cultural Connections. Journal of
Environmental Studies, 24(4), 345-359.

XIX Hitzhusen, G. E. (2007). Judeo-Christian Theology and the Environment: Moving Beyond Scepticism
to New Commitment. Zygon, 42(2), 313-338.

XX FAO. (2020). Gender and Water Management: Women'’s Participation in Water Governance. Food
and Agriculture Organization.




Faith-based approaches to water security

Faith-based approaches play a vital role in advancing water security by integrating
spiritual values and religious teachings with environmental stewardship. These
approaches help mobilize communities, encourage sustainable water use and
support legal and policy frameworks for protecting water resources.

Religious Teachings on Water Stewardship

Most major world religions emphasize the sacredness of water and the moral
responsibility of humans to protect it. For example, in Christianity, water is symbolic
of life and purification, with stewardship seen as a divine mandate to care for
creation.» Similarly, Islam regards water as a gift from Allah, essential for life and
to be used judiciously without waste. " Indigenous African spiritualities also view
water as inhabited by spirits or ancestors, underscoring the need for respect
and protection. These teachings foster a deep-rooted ethic of conservation and
respect, encouraging communities to see water protection as a spiritual duty.

Faith Leaders as Environmental Advocates

Faith leaders often serve as trusted voices within their communities and are
uniquely positioned to advocate for sustainable water management. By interpreting
religious texts through an environmental lens, they can inspire behavioural change
and promote community-based conservation effort. For example, many churches
and mosques in Africa have incorporated environmental sermons and campaigns
that emphasize water conservation like the Word Council of Waters and Wanjiru
Faith movement in Kenya. These leaders also play a crucial role in conflict
resolution around water disputes, using their moral authority to foster dialogue
and cooperation.

XXI “For | will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour out my Spirit on
your offspring, and my blessing on your descendants.”- Isaiah 44:3 (NIV)

XXl Foltz R, Islam and Ecology: A Bestowed Trust (Harvard University Press 2003).




Case Examples from Africa and Beyond

In Kenya, faith-based organizations have partnered with NGOs to deliver water
education programs that combine religious teachings with practical water
management skills, leading to improved water use in rural communities. In
Ethiopia, church-led initiatives have helped protect sacred rivers by engaging local
populations in monitoring and preventing pollution. Beyond Africa, the Interfaith
Rainforest Initiative shows how faith groups globally collaborate to protect natural
resources, including water, through shared spiritual commitment.»" The encyclical
“Laudato Si’” emphasizes care for creation and has inspired Catholic organizations
to advocate for water justice. Caritas Internationalis has implemented water rights
programs that include legal workshops led by parish leaders.

Addressing Religious Diversity through Community-Based Legal
Education

To navigate the challenges of religious diversity in water governance, community-
based legal education models must adopt an inclusive, pluralistic approach that
encourages dialogue, mutual respect, and shared stewardship principles. These
models can facilitate interfaith workshops, storytelling methods, and rights-
based education that integrate both statutory laws and spiritual ethics.>v Dr.
Pedi Obani emphasizes the importance of context-sensitive legal strategies that
respect customary practices while promoting universal human rights, especially
for marginalized groups.> Through participatory legal education, communities
can co-create water governance frameworks that honour diverse spiritual values
while aligning with national and international legal standards.» In unifying ethics
in environmental legal education that is addressing internal incoherence, one of
the central challenges raised in Dr. Pedi Obani’s presentation at the University of
Bradford Summer Law School was the “Challenge of Internal Incoherence”. She
noted:

“The plurality of principles and theories does not necessarily equate with
incoherence. The underlying aim of the proposed module to prevent and, where
they occur, promote the just resolution of conflicts over environmental scarcity
by imbibing religious ethic offers a unifying paradigm and thereby promotes
internal coherence.” v This reflection offers a compelling insight into how diverse
legal and ethical frameworks especially those derived from faith-based traditions
can function not as contradictory systems, but as complementary sources of
environmental justice.

In the context of environmental legal education, such plurality is inevitable. Legal
pluralism, cultural customs, human rights standards and religious teachings often

XX Interfaith Rainforest Initiative, ‘Faith Communities Unite to Protect Forests and Water’ (IRl 2020)
https://www.interfaithrainforest.org accessed 3 July 2025.

XXIV Joyeeta Gupta, Barbara Van Koppen and Pedi Obani, ‘Community-Based Water Law and Water
Resource Management Reform in Developing Countries’ in Barbara Van Koppen et al (eds), Community-Based
Water Law and Water Resource Management Reform in Developing Countries (CABI 2008) 1.

XXV Pedi Obani and Joyeeta Gupta, ‘Legal pluralism in the area of human rights: Water and sanitation’
(2014) 11 Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 63.

XXVI Pedi Obani, Strengthening the Human Right to Sanitation as an Instrument for Inclusive Development
(Routledge 2018).

XXVII  Pedi Obani, Strengthening Water Security through Environmental Legal Education: The Role of Faith-
Based Approaches (Presentation, University of Bradford Summer Law School, 2024) 341.




intersect, especially in regions where customary and religious law coexist with
state law. However, Obani argues that rather than producing fragmentation, this
plurality can promote internal coherence if guided by shared ethical values. Faith-
based approaches, by invoking concepts such as stewardship, sacred trust and
justice, can provide the necessary moral compass.

This idea aligns with the work of Gupta, Van Koppen and Obani, who argue for
integrating community-based and traditional water laws with state systems to
produce more inclusive, culturally relevant water governance " Rather than
replacing local knowledge or beliefs, law reform should engage with them,
drawing on shared values to enhance legitimacy and effectiveness. Moreover, J.B.
Ruhl’s theory of environmental law as a complex adaptive system supports this
view. He notes that legal systems must embrace non-linear, pluralistic inputs to be
responsive to ecological realities, but that this complexity need not devolve into
incoherence if underpinned by integrated ethical visions.xx

Mary Evelyn Tucker, a scholar of religion and ecology, also reinforces this view
by arguing that religious worldviews provide cosmologies that can inspire action
around shared values like respect for creation and interconnectedness.»* When
water is understood as sacred, for example, it becomes more than a resource
it becomes a moral and spiritual obligation to protect, which resonates across
faiths. Even within human rights law, scholars like Moeckli et al. accept normative
pluralism but argue that coherence is preserved when frameworks are grounded
in universal principles such as dignity, justice, and sustainability. >«

Therefore, rather than viewing religious diversity as a source of conflict or legal
confusion, faith-based approaches as proposed by Obani can act as a harmonizing
tool within environmental legal education. They offer not only moral legitimacy
but also a culturally rooted framework for addressing water insecurity, climate
justice, and environmental conflicts in ways that resonate deeply within affected
communities.

XXVIII  Joyeeta Gupta, Barbara Van Koppen and Pedi Obani, ‘Community-Based Water Law and Water
Resource Management Reform in Developing Countries’ in Barbara Van Koppen et al (eds), Community-Based
Water Law and Water Resource Management Reform in Developing Countries (CABI 2008) 1.

XXIX J.B. Ruhl, ‘Complexity Theory as a Paradigm for the Dynamical Law-and-Society System: A Wake-up
Call for Legal Reductionism and the Modern Administrative State’ (1996) 45 Duke LJ 849.

XXX Mary Evelyn Tucker, ‘Religion and Ecology: Can the Climate Change?’ (2008) 1 Yale Forum on Religion
and Ecology https://fore.yale.edu accessed 24 July 2025.

XXXI Daniel Moeckli, Sangeeta Shah, Sandesh Sivakumaran and David Harris, International Human Rights
Law (2nd edn, OUP 2014).
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