'The World We Want'
Conference Guide 1:
Introduction to Water Issues

The crisis

The issue explained…
Without access to safe water for drinking, cooking and cleaning, people are more likely to suffer from water-related diseases.
These can be fatal, killing around 2,000 children a day.
The time and energy required to fetch water, together with the health impacts of using dirty water, also has a huge impact
on people’s ability to work or get an education.
Poor communities often cannot access sufficient quantities of safe water locally, due to poor infrastructure and bad
management of services. This can be down to a lack of skills, investment or political will to prioritise the right to water.

The issue explained…
Where there is nowhere safe and clean to go to the toilet, people are exposed to disease, lack of privacy and indignity. When
communities defecate in the open, disease spreads fast and water sources are polluted.
Women and girls often have to wait until dark to go to the bush or a discreet part of town to defecate, where they are at risk
of attack and abuse.
Improved sanitation has proven impacts on health, quality of life and poverty reduction. However, progress in increasing
sanitation coverage has been slow for a number of reasons:



Lack of political will and institutional responsibility.
Improving sanitation is difficult and requires people to change their behaviour.

The issue explained…
Where poor hygiene is practised, diseases spread fast and no amount of taps or toilets alone can prevent it.
Simply by washing hands with soap and water after going to the toilet and before preparing food or eating, people can
avoid life threatening water-related diseases. Hand-washing alone could cut the risk of diarrhoea almost in half, saving
hundreds of children's lives every day. However, improving hygiene behaviour can often be overlooked.

The issue explained…
One of the most obvious benefits of improved water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) is better human health. Poor WASH
provision is strongly linked to the spread of diseases, such as diarrhoea, and acute respiratory infections. Children are
especially vulnerable.
In fact, the World Health Organization estimates that poor WASH is the main cause of around 28% of child deaths
worldwide, and diarrhoea kills more children every year than AIDS, malaria and measles.
Furthermore, people who are already sick, particularly those suffering from long-term debilitating illnesses such as
HIV/AIDS, have greater water and sanitation needs than healthy people.
There is a clear link between water and maternal health - pregnant women need to have access to clean water and safe
sanitation to have the best chances of a healthy pregnancy and safe delivery

The issue explained…
The daily task of collecting water, as well as the constant search for privacy to go to the toilet, dominates the lives of many
children, especially girls. This leaves them with less time or energy to go to school, rest or play. Girls as young as 10 may be
responsible for fetching the family's water.
Furthermore, the weight of the water container can cause damage to the head, neck and spine, and the distances walked
mean that children may miss out entirely on their education.
Of the children who are able to find the time to go to school, the lack of decent toilets once they get there tends to prevent
girls from attending school, especially during puberty.
Around 60% of the children currently not enrolled in school worldwide are girls. (UNESCO (2000), Educational For All 2000
Assessment, Statistical Document, World Education Forum, UNESCO, Paris). Furthermore, kids are most vulnerable to the
diseases that result from dirty water and poor sanitation. In developing countries, each child has an average of ten attacks
of diarrhoea before the age of five.
Improved sanitation has proven impacts on health, quality of life and poverty reduction.
However, progress in increasing sanitation coverage has been slow for a number of reasons:





Lack of political will and institutional responsibility.
Improving sanitation is difficult and requires people to change their behaviour.
The health benefits are not immediately seen or always understood.
The poorest and most marginalised people lack a voice and are often unable to invest in improving sanitation.

A survey of 5 000 schools in Senegal showed that over half had
no water supply and almost half had no sanitation facilities. Of
those schools with sanitation, only half had separate facilities for
boys and girls. The result was that girls chose not to utilise these
facilities, either because they did not want to risk being seen to
use the toilet, or because they were warned that these facilities
were not private or clean enough. Girls also avoided drinking
water at school to avoid urination, thereby becoming
dehydrated.

The issue explained…
Not enough is being spent on taps and toilets. In particular, spending on sanitation – toilets and dealing with human waste
– has lagged behind spending in other sectors for decades.
Yet, the evidence is compelling – investing in sanitation is one of the soundest financial investments a developing country
can make. Spend on sanitation and the economic and health benefits quickly become apparent. Fewer sick days are taken,
less family income is spent on medicine and visits to the doctor, girls stay on at school longer, local businesses begin to
flourish and ultimately, economic activity increases. For every dollar spent on sanitation there is a four dollar economic
return

The issue explained…
Governance may not sound like an exciting issue, but it is of vital importance. Without proper systems in place to check
how money is being spent and whether organisations are being as effective as they could be, there is a risk of corruption,
and of poor quality projects which go off track completely.
The more local people and organisations can hold their governments and donors to account on what they actually spend
on water and sanitation, the more accountable and responsible they will become.
Monitoring is crucial for measuring progress on spending and delivery of services, and to help direct money to where it's
most needed.
Citizens' action: Poor people themselves should be able to assert their rights and hold governments and service
providers to account through negotiations, based on information that they themselves have collected.
Tracking commitments: reports which score service providers on progress against their commitments

The issue explained…
People with a physical disability or frailty are often excluded from using water points and toilet blocks because they can't
easily access them. Many more are excluded from using water and sanitation facilities through direct discrimination, due to
their colour, caste, age, disability, social status or gender. The same groups of people are often marginalised, and their
voices go unheard when decisions are made on their behalf.


Equity is the principle of fairness. It involves recognising that different people have different needs and no-one
should be discriminated against or put at a disadvantage.



Inclusion is ensuring that everyone is able to participate fully. It can involve improving the design of toilets and
water points so they are usable by everyone, and also supporting people in demanding their rights and getting
their voices heard, regardless of their social status

The issue explained…
Sustainability is about ensuring that water and sanitation services continue to work over time. It's about developing the skills
of communities, governments and local service providers to manage finance and maintain services. And it's also about
creating permanent changes in hygiene practices through hygiene promotion programmes.
Water and sanitation services are under threat when there is insufficient money and skill available to maintain them on an
ongoing basis. In addition, climate variability, climate change, disasters, and increasing pressure on water and land resources
from growing populations, all affect the sustainability of water and sanitation services.

The issue explained…
Safe water and sanitation transform women's lives, bringing more time, better health and improved dignity. Education
is recognised as a fundamental human right. Decision-makers are obliged to ensure that it is accessible to all,
regardless of gender.
The presence of water and sanitation facilities in schools is as vital as having pens and books for students. Without
safe water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) provision for the specific needs of girls in school, access to primary and
secondary education will never be equal.






Imagine a life without safe water flowing from your tap…
Imagine then, if every morning you had to get up at the crack of dawn and walk for miles down uneven paths
to the nearest water hole to collect your family's water – water that could pass on deadly diseases to you or
your children…
Imagine that you spend six hours every day collecting enough water for your family…
Now imagine that you have nowhere safe and private to go to the toilet. You may have to wait until it is dark
before you can finally go. But this exposes you to the risk of sexual harassment, assault and animal attacks,
never mind the discomfort and loss of dignity…

This is the daily reality of life for many women in developing countries.
Perhaps the biggest issue though, aside from the obvious health risks, is that without access to sanitation while at
school, far fewer women gain an education and become decision-makers in their community. Yet we know that even
just a few years of basic education results in women having smaller, healthier, better educated families which are
more able to work their way out of poverty.
Providing clean and accessible water and toilet facilities not only prevents needless drudgery and indignity, but
improves the health of the whole family. A women's time is freed up for agriculture or other income-generating work,
looking after children and leisure time.

The issue explained…
The world is urbanising. Globally, we have already reached the point at which half of the population lives in towns and
cities. In the developing world, urban populations are growing rapidly, and most of these additional people are living in
'unplanned urban settlements' – often referred to simply as shanty towns or slums.
Different challenges are posed in each every urban area, due to factors such as:





High population densities
Transient populations
Differing laws and legal status of slum dwellers
Poor infrastructure (water pipes, electricity, sewers, roads, paving) and Poor-quality housing

Getting clean water and toilet facilities to these people, who are very poor and often have no ownership of their land and
few if any legal rights, is therefore a complex challenge, but a vital one.

Without safe water or sanitation, people are trapped in a cycle
of poverty and disease. Across the developing world, millions of
women are wasting precious time collecting dirty water,
children are dying from preventable diarrhoeal diseases, and
communities have open sewers running through them.

