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Key Messages and Recommendations
•	 Water and sanitation services have been on the international agenda since the  

1972 Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment. 

•	 Long-term financial investments into the necessary infrastructure have been 
insufficient, and international targets were initially set too low. 

•	 For universal access to become a reality, governments and private-sector service 
providers should adopt a human rights-based approach to ensure water and 
sanitation services are safe, available, accessible, affordable, and culturally 
acceptable.

•	 Climate resilience and water security are integral concerns for water and sanitation: 
toilets and taps connect with ecosystems in more ways than one. 

At some time, most of us have experienced 
the frustration of a blocked toilet for a few 
hours or days. Now imagine your life without 
a working toilet—ever. 

This is the reality for 673 million people in 
the world today—about twice the population 
of the United States—who don’t have a 
toilet in their homes (UNICEF & WHO, 
2020). Moreover, 698 million school-age 
children do not have basic sanitation services 

at school and more than half the world’s 
population—4.3 billion—use sanitation 
services that release untreated human waste 
into the environment, contaminating water 
sources (UNICEF & WHO, 2020). 

That is not all. Three of every 10 people, or 
2.1 billion, still do not have access to safe 
drinking water, whether from household or 
public taps, bottled water deliveries, rainwater, 
borewells, or natural springs protected from 
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contamination (WHO & UNICEF, 2017). 
Every day, 700 children under five years of 
age die from a diarrheal disease. That is about 
one child every two minutes. If you have an 
average reading speed, by the time you reach 
the end of this brief, 11 children will have 
died.

Many such deaths could be prevented if 
everyone had access to safe drinking water, 
sanitation services, and good hygiene. Access 
to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) 
also improves opportunities for education and 
work; for example, availability of facilities to 
manage menstrual hygiene in schools clearly 
improves girls’ attendance, in both rich and 
poor countries alike (Tegegne & Sisay, 2014; 
Sebert Kuhlmann et al., 2020). 

The 1972 Stockholm Conference on the 
Human Environment identified “health 
and sanitation” as necessities for a decent 
life, along with food, clothing, shelter, and 
education. The resulting Stockholm Action 
Plan’s 109 recommendations included calls 
for water supply, sewerage and waste disposal 

systems adapted to local conditions. Yet,  
50 years later, ensuring water and sanitation 
for all remains one of the world’s biggest 
challenges. 

Did International Action 
Achieve Water and 
Sanitation Targets? 
Five years after the 1972 Stockholm 
Conference, the first-ever UN international 
water summit convened in Mar del Plata, 
Argentina. The summit discussed water use 
and efficiency, environment, and health and 
pollution control, among other objectives. 
The summit also adopted the Mar del Plata 
Action Plan and called for an International 
Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation 
Decade to be observed from 1981-1990—a 
recommendation the UN General Assembly 
later adopted. 

The Mar del Plata summit and the 
International Decade boosted action to 
improve the lives of the millions without 
access to potable water and toilets and drew 
attention to the need for a holistic approach 
that would include care for water in the 
environment. But toward the close of that 
decade, despite some progress, developing 
countries still lacked the necessary financing, 
technology, and human resource capacity to 
fulfil their own national action plans on water 
and sanitation (Biswas, 1988). One reason 
was that development banks had introduced 
stricter conditionalities on borrowing during 
the 1980s, limiting the opportunities for 
poorer countries to establish the large-scale 
infrastructure they needed (Muller, 2015). 
Other factors, such as rapid urbanization and 
rise of informal urban settlements around many 
cities, also posed challenges for governments in 
providing water and sanitation services. 

Social inequalities mean that many people do not have 
running water or sanitation in the privacy of their own 
home. (Photo: martapiqs (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0))
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The 1992 International Conference on Water 
and the Environment in Dublin, Ireland, 
convened just prior to the UN Conference 
on Environment and Development (Earth 
Summit) in Rio de Janeiro and set the 
framework for integrated water resource 
management (IWRM) that governments and 
others sought to implement in the long term. 
The “Dublin Principles” that emerged from 
these deliberations were incorporated into 
Chapter 18 of Agenda 21, the programme 
of action adopted in Rio in June 1992.  The 
Principles addressed catchment management, 
the importance of the role of women, and 
participation by local communities and other 
stakeholders in water management. They 
became widely accepted in the world of 
water policy, at least in principle. However, 
developing countries and poorer populations 
did not necessarily benefit from technical 
advice on institution building and stakeholder 
participation when what they wanted was 
water pipes and treatment plants. The 
deliberative democracy approach promoted 
through IWRM was also difficult to achieve, 
even in countries with strong and liberal 
democratic systems (Muller, 2015).

The water and sanitation agenda received a 
boost when UN Member States adopted the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
in 2000. The MDGs focused on solving 
global poverty and served as a framework to 
coordinate donor aid toward implementing 
international commitments. MDG 7 
contained a suite of environmentally related 
targets, including target 7C that pledged to 
halve the proportion of the world’s population 
lacking sustainable access to safe drinking 
water and basic sanitation by 2015.

UN agencies reported achievement of MDG 
target 7C by 2010, five years ahead of 
schedule, with 2.6 billion people reportedly 
gaining access to “improved” drinking water 
sources. The criteria for achievement, however, 
were set too low. The indicator, “access to 
an improved water source,” did not consider 
water quality. A new tap or pump well 
could be delivering contaminated water and 
would still qualify as “improved,” under this 
criterion (Weststrate et al., 2019). Another 
indicator, “access to an improved sanitation 
facility,” did not include any requirement for 
the safe collection, treatment, and disposal of 
wastewater and fecal sludge. While the UN’s 
Joint Monitoring Programme estimated 62% 

People queue for water in the early morning in  
New Delhi, India, where there is urban water scarcity. 
(Photo: abhisheklegit/iStock)

“The extent to which water resources 
development contributes to economic 
productivity and social well-being is 
not usually appreciated, although all 
social and economic activities rely 
heavily on the supply and quality of 
freshwater.”    

AGENDA 21, PARAGRAPH 18.6
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of the world’s population had access to basic 
sanitation, other assessments that included 
sewage treatment as a criterion placed that 
figure at just 40% (Weststrate et al., 2019). 

UN Member States committed to a higher 
level of ambition when they adopted the  
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  
in September 2015. SDG 6 on access to  
water and sanitation contains targets 
for wastewater treatment, water-use 
efficiency, IWRM (including transboundary 
cooperation), and the protection and 
restoration of water-related ecosystems.  

SDG 6 also includes implementation- 
focused targets for international cooperation 
and capacity building, and for participation 
of local communities in improving water and 
sanitation management. 

While the MDG target was limited in scope, 
SDG 6 reflects the holistic approach that was 
advocated in the early global conferences on 
water. It takes into account the entire water 
cycle, as well as the human and institutional 
capacities that will be needed to deliver water 
and sanitation for all.

SDG 6: Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all
6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and  
affordable drinking water for all

6.2 By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation 
and hygiene for all and end open defecation, paying special attention 
to the needs of women and girls and those in vulnerable situations

6.3 By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping, and 
minimizing release of hazardous chemicals and materials, halving the proportion of 
untreated wastewater, and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse globally

6.4 By 2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure 
sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address water scarcity and 
substantially reduce the number of people suffering from water scarcity

6.5 By 2030, implement integrated water resources management at all levels, including 
through transboundary cooperation as appropriate

6.6 By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including mountains, forests, 
wetlands, rivers, aquifers, and lakes

6.A By 2030, expand international cooperation and capacity-building support to developing 
countries in water- and sanitation-related activities and programmes, including water 
harvesting, desalination, water efficiency, wastewater treatment, recycling, and reuse 
technologies

6.B Support and strengthen the participation of local communities in improving water and 
sanitation management

http://bit.ly/still-only-one-earth
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Going Beyond Toilets  
and Taps 
Human health and environmental quality 
are connected. Rivers, lakes, forests, and all 
water-related ecosystems influence the quality 
and quantity of available water for urban 
and rural populations. Where environmental 
degradation occurs, the goal of providing 
safe drinking water and sanitation gets 
harder to reach. Deforestation of watersheds 
can increase flash floods and landslides, 
increasing the sediment load and turbidity 
of water sources, and decreasing household 
access to clean drinking water (Mapulanga 
& Naito, 2019). Water quality is also affected 
by excessive nutrients from fertilizers and 
detergents, salinity intrusion, and organic 
waste. Developing countries discharge almost 
90% of sewage untreated into water bodies, 
and 1.8 billion people use a source of drinking 
water with fecal contamination (Bhaduri et al., 
2016). The UN Joint Monitoring Programme 
on water and sanitation anticipates that, at the 
current rate of progress, by 2030 there will 
still be 1.6 billion people in the world without 
access to safe drinking water at home. 

These pressures have increased in the 50 
years since the Stockholm Conference and 
the impacts are not limited to developing 
countries. In 2021, UN-Water reported 80% 
of the world’s wetland ecosystems, which play 
important roles in filtering out sediment and 
pollutants, are already lost.

For everyone to have access to safe drinking 
water and properly managed sanitation 
services, water security is an integral 
concern. There needs to be greater emphasis 
on managing water risk and adopting a 
precautionary approach at every level of 
governance. 

The World Water Assessment Programme, 
coordinated by the UN Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), issues 
regular assessments on the state of the world’s 
freshwater resources. Such reports have 
promoted understanding of water risk as a 
product of drivers such as agriculture, food 
and energy demand, international trade, and 
climate change. 

Concepts of “virtual water,” “water 
footprint,” and “green water” underline the 
interconnections between water resources and 
environmental quality with trade and land use 
patterns, and show who benefits, or not, from 
available water. For example, the calculation 
of water footprints—the amount of water used 
to produce particular goods or services—can 
show which activities are the most water-

By 2030 there will still be 1.6 billion people in the world 
without access to safe drinking water at home.  
(Photo: Joshua Lanzarini/Unsplash)
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intensive. The water footprint of a golf course 
requiring lavish watering may be difficult to 
justify in places where residents are subject  
to water rationing as reservoir levels fall.

Similarly, the concept of virtual water 
takes into account the water used in 
traded products, from coffee to cars to 
computers. Some products may be grown 
or manufactured in water-scarce regions 
and then exported to water-rich regions, 
compounding patterns of global inequity 
(Gupta et al., 2013). 

Green water—the water available to support 
terrestrial ecosystems—maintains the healthy 
forests and grasslands that support the water 
cycle. Water is indeed “the bloodstream of the 
biosphere” (Falkenmark, 2017). 

Climate change is leading to greater variability 
in the water cycle and is one of the global 
drivers of demand for water resources for 
use in producing energy, food, and other 
necessities. UN-Water, which coordinates 
the efforts of UN entities and international 
organizations working on water and sanitation 
issues, has called for greater investment in 

producing hydrological data, conducting 
risk assessment, and educating water users, 
ultimately building capacity and expertise 
for better water management. As countries 
prepare their national adaptation plans (NAPs) 
and other climate-related strategies, action on 
water risk must be a key part of solutions.

Focusing on the Poorest
Exposure to water risk is not the same for 
everyone. Minorities, slum dwellers, and the 
poor face higher levels of risk. Even in places 
where water is abundant and infrastructure 
sufficient, issues of social exclusion and 
inequality can limit universal access to water 
and sanitation.

The UN World Water Development Report 
2019 noted poor communities often do not 

“Over 2 billion people live in countries 
experiencing high water stress, and 
about 4 billion people experience 
severe water scarcity during at least 
one month of the year. Stress levels 
will continue to increase as demand 
for water grows and the effects of 
climate change intensify.”     

UN WORLD WATER DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2019  

Participants at the 2017 People’s Climate March in 
Washington, DC, stress the importance of clean water. 
(Photo: Vlad Tchompalov/Unsplash).
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benefit from government investment in water 
and sewage infrastructure. They may live in 
temporary dwellings or shantytowns that don’t 
have infrastructure connections. They may pay 
higher prices for water they buy directly from 
vendors than they would for piped water. 

For example, women and girls in low-income 
countries spend some 40 billion hours a 
year collecting water. That is equivalent to 
the annual effort of the entire workforce of a 
country like France. The time spent could be 
much better invested in earning a livelihood 
or—in the case of girls—attending school. It 
is time to change how we value and manage 
water (Guterres, 2018).

For universal access to become a reality, 
governments and private-sector service 
providers should adopt a human rights-based 
approach to ensure water and sanitation 
services are safe, available, accessible, 
affordable, and culturally acceptable. Access 
to services should be monitored through the 
experiences of women and minorities. Setting 
global priorities for climate-resilient water 
and sanitation could address, for example, the 
provision of drinking water and sanitation 
services in places where there is large-scale 
human displacement. While cost recovery 
measures for water and sanitation services 
are appropriate in some contexts, collecting 
disaggregated data will help determine which 
groups are at highest risk of being left behind 
and what services should be subsidized. 

More than 30 UN organizations conduct 
water and sanitation programmes. UN-Water 
convenes meetings twice a year as a global 
coordinating platform for the UN family of 
organizations active in this area. The  

UN-hosted Sanitation and Water for All (SWA) 
partnership, founded in 2009, has more than 
270 voluntary partners, including development 
banks and philanthropic foundations, as well 
as more than 170 civil society, private sector, 
and academic organizations.

Valuing Toilets

3.6 billion people do. Because they don’t have one.*

Taking away our pee and poo.

Keeping human waste out of our water and food chains.

Maintaining our dignity. 

Protecting us from killer diseases like cholera…

…and helping reduce malnutrition…

...which helps keep children in school…

…and when there are toilets at school, girls don’t have to stay 
home while they’re menstruating…

…and the same goes for having decent toilets at work and 
in all other places.

And finally, we can thank toilets for creating lots of jobs. 
Sanitation systems need people to run them, 24/7, 365, forever.

If you have a toilet, thank it for these nine reasons:

*3.6 billion people don’t have access to a safely managed sanitation service. (WHO/UNICEF 2021)

©UN Water
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Despite these efforts, the world is far from 
achieving water and sanitation for all by 2030. 
To meet the 2030 deadline for the SDGs, 
progress on some targets needs to be about 
four times faster, according to UN-Water’s 
own monitoring mechanism on SDG 6. 

The UN launched a new International Decade 
for Action on Water and Sanitation in 2018. 
International campaigns and special days, 
such as World Water Day and World Toilet 
Day, continue to promote action on water and 
sanitation through public awareness activities, 
conferences, and events. In March 2023, UN 
Member States will hold a three-day high-level 
summit and mid-term review of the Decade’s 
achievements. At the 35th UN-Water meeting 
in 2021, delegates proposed the summit should  
link SDG 6 targets to other objectives, 
including good governance, gender equality, 
climate action, and human rights. 

For all the goodwill and political commitment 
expressed, meetings and targets on water will 
not be enough. Water and sanitation are also 
influenced by action on biodiversity, land 
use, chemicals and waste, and disaster risk 
reduction, in addition to the crosscutting 
objectives proposed by UN-Water. Global 
agreement-making in all these areas 
already includes commitments to increase 
development aid, enable access to technology, 
and promote a just and fair society. Concerted 
efforts across all these areas are needed 
to achieve water and sanitation for all. 
Fulfilment of countries’ commitments under 
various global agreements will contribute to 
achievement of SDG 6—and failure to meet 
commitments will hinder it.

For example, increasing financing for 
adaptation to climate change—a promise 
of the 2021 Glasgow Climate Change 
Conference—could help protect threatened 
water resources. Tree planting to counter rising 
temperatures in cities, say, would also increase 
green water in the landscape, promoting water 
security. Infrastructure to protect coastal 
communities against storm surges could also 
prevent salinization of freshwater sources. 
Projects to house displaced people could 
include connections to wastewater and sewage 
treatment.

There needs to be a greater focus on the 
governance of water security, including 
responsibility and accountability for agreed 
standards, enforcement against polluters, and 
anti-corruption measures—issues that often 
block progress. Creative financing methods 
such as Costa Rica’s wastewater discharge 
environmental fee, Cambodia’s sanitation 
development impact bond, and Kenya’s 
credit rating scheme for utilities—described 
in a 2020 handbook for finance ministers 
released by SWA in 2020—could be part of 
the policy mix. Education for “water literacy” 
to increase understanding of the water cycle 
and the drivers of water risk will also promote 
adoption of strict policy measures in favor of 
needed water security. 

“It is time to change how we value and 
manage water.”      

UN SECRETARY-GENERAL ANTÓNIO GUTERRES
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Drinking a glass of water straight from the tap 
or flushing a toilet in the privacy of one’s home 
cannot be taken for granted. Social inequalities 
mean many people today do not have these 
two options. For many more, water risk in 
their part of the world also means the future 
might not include them.

A Slovakian proverb states, “Pure water is 
the world’s first and foremost medicine.” The 
world should prioritize action for universal 
access to water and sanitation—not only for 
human health, but also because ensuring water 
supply and treating wastewater are among the 
best ways to maintain a healthy planet.
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