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Foreword 

Affordable access to a sufficient quantity of safe water is fundamental to the 
health and dignity of all. The International Year of Sanitation, which has just 
begun, calls for all nations to recognise that access to hygienic sanitation is 
equally important to ensure health and dignity. That over a billion of the world’s 
people remain without access to safe drinking water and over twice that number 
are denied access to adequate sanitation continues to shock and appal. Millions 
of lives are at risk from preventable diseases and the futures of millions of the 
world’s children are blighted by the multiple deprivations of poverty, lack of 
education and ill health that often accompany poor water and sanitation. 
 
The international community has committed to meeting the Millennium 
Development Goal of halving, by 2015, the proportion of people without sus-
tainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation. This is a significant 
challenge. A human rights approach to water and sanitation, with its emphasis on accountability, access to in-
formation, non-discrimination, attention to vulnerable groups and participation is a crucial aspect of achieving 
this goal. It requires a focus on the most marginalised sectors of society, including over one billion people 
living in informal settlements the world over. 
 
But water and sanitation are not just the subjects of one of the targets of the Millennium Development Goals; 
they have a part to play in the realisation of all the Millennium Development Goals. Access to water and sani-
tation is necessary for health, education, economic development and the environment.
 
This Manual on the Right to Water and Sanitation is a timely contribution to efforts to improve access to 
water and sanitation and will assist governments, policy makers and practitioners in implementing the human 
right to water and sanitation. National and local governments will find this Manual a useful resource and will 
be able to make excellent use of the practical, affordable and sustainable strategies, policies and solutions 
contained therein to address the problems they are facing in realising the right to water and sanitation. The 
Manual distinguishes between the challenges facing urban and rural areas, and proposes policy approaches 
for each that address their different circumstances. 
 
I trust that this publication will bring a new perspective to the task ahead - ensuring that the human right to 
water and sanitation is realised for all.

Anna Kajumulo Tibaijuka
Under-Secretary General,  
United Nations Executive Director, UN-HABITAT
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Preface 

Since its adoption in November 2002, General Comment No. 15: The Right to 
Water has provided an impetus for both practitioners and scholars to investi-
gate the theoretical and practical dimensions of the recognition of this right. 
The overall positive receptions of General Comment No. 15 by States parties to 
the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), 
and even by a World Bank monograph, are very encouraging developments. 
The Manual on the Right to Water and Sanitation comes as a most welcome 
reminder of the challenges in addressing the right to water, based on articles 
11 and 12 of the ICESCR. In addition, it takes an important step toward clarify-
ing the implications of the right to sanitation, which has been the subject of 
important developments: most recently the report of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights - requested by the UN Human Rights Council 
– on the topic of human rights obligations relating to equitable access to safe 
drinking water and sanitation. 

This Manual starts out with a clear exposé of the contextual issues surrounding the water and sanitation crisis 
in many countries of the world, encompassing legal foundations, entitlements, responsibilities and questions 
of accountability. The Manual rightly accords a prominent place to considering the needs of marginalised and 
disadvantaged individuals and groups, in line with the practise of the Committee on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights (CESCR). Undoubtedly, the chapter focusing on the respective responsibilities of various ac-
tors, including the international obligations of States parties to the ICESCR, particularly in relation to develop-
ment assistance and trade and investment, will also benefit readers greatly. 

The Manual neatly addresses how legal obligations flowing from the right to water and sanitation may be 
realised, giving ample examples and always highlighting actual problems facing people on the ground. These 
chapters also offer incisive examples from national jurisdictions that enrich the description of the human right 
to water and sanitation. Scepticism about the human right to water and sanitation – as with all economic, 
social and cultural rights – will usually focus on questions of resource allocation. Therefore, the sober and 
very well presented chapter on affordability and financing will attract particular attention, especially from gov-
ernment officials. Boxed summaries are provided for quick reading throughout all chapters, frequently with 
illustrative case descriptions, facilitating effective work with the Manual.

The Manual will prove to be an excellent, indeed indispensable tool, supplementing General Comment No. 
15 in assisting governments to implement their obligations under the ICESCR, and in drafting period State 
reports to the CESCR. At the same time, it will provide extremely useful and in-depth information to civil so-
ciety organisations at the national and international levels in their advocacy. Furthermore, members of CESCR 
and academic researchers will also find the well-structured chapters of the Manual most useful. Without a 
doubt, however, the Manual’s greatest value will be in raising and maintaining public awareness of the chal-
lenge of securing the right to water and sanitation for all, which can otherwise be easily forgotten, or reduced 
solely to policy considerations, and dealt with without adequate reference to human rights dimensions. In 
sum, the authors are to be congratulated on this timely, well-researched and practice-oriented Manual.

Eibe Riedel
Member, UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights
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Introduction 

There is growing interest among water and sanitation policy makers and practitioners in the contributions 
of human rights approaches to efforts to extend access to water and sanitation to all. However, there is little 
practical information on how to achieve this.  Many actors in the water and sanitation sectors are now aware 
of human rights-based approaches to development, but are unfamiliar with the precise content of human 
rights standards. Conversely, many human rights practitioners tend to be unfamiliar with the lessons learnt 
and the challenges involved in water and sanitation, and in some cases adopt an overly abstract approach. 

The Manual on the Right to Water and Sanitation (the Manual) addresses this information gap. It offers 
insights into using human rights standards and principles as powerful tools with which to address practical 
difficulties such as: 

•	Resource	constraints.	
•	The	inability	of	low-income	users	to	pay	for	water	supply	and	sanitation	services.	
•	Weak	institutional	capacity.	
•	The	need	to	strengthen	the	political	will	to	implement	the	right	to	water	and	sanitation.	

The Manual demonstrates that implementing the right to water and sanitation is not limited to legal recogni-
tion or allocation of funds. Rather, it provides the basis for practical reforms in many areas of water supply 
and sanitation and in water resource management, which can help make the water and sanitation sector 
operate in a more pro-poor, accountable and inclusive manner.  

This Manual aims to:

•	Explain	the	key	components	of	the	right	to	water	and	sanitation	and	their	implications	for	governments.
•	Describe	a	range	of	practical	policy	measures	that	could	be	adopted	by	governments,	in	particular	those	in	

low-income countries, to achieve the right to water and sanitation in the shortest possible time. 
•	Illustrate	examples	of	policy	measures	that	have	achieved	particular	components	of	the	right	to	water	and	

sanitation.
•	Provide	a	checklist	by	which	governments	can	assess	their	achievements	in	relation	to	the	right	to	water	

and sanitation.
•	Describe	the	roles	of	other	actors,	in	particular,	individuals	and	communities	in	contributing	to	the	

achievement of the right to water and sanitation.

The Manual does not aim to: 

•	Distinguish	between	legally	binding	obligations	and	good	practice	to	implement	the	right	to	water	and	
sanitation.1

•	Describe	remedies	to	address	non-implementation	of	the	right.2

•	Describe	the	technical	solutions	needed	to	ensure	access	to	water	and	sanitation.3 

This Manual is designed primarily for governments, including national and regional governments and local 
authorities, in their capacity as policy makers, budget-allocators, regulators and providers.  It will also be of 
interest to: 

1 This task is best carried out by applying international human rights standards to a particular case and context. These standards 
are described in detail in General Comment No. 15, the Sub-Commission Guidelines and the OHCHR Report. The most important 
portions of these documents have been quoted in the Manual. Other key sources include:  Matthew C.R. Craven, The International 
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights: a perspective on its development (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995) and M. 
Sepúlveda, The nature of the obligations under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, (Antwerp: 
Intersentia, 2003).

2 This is addressed, for example, by FIAN and Bread for the World, Identifying and Addressing Violations of the Human Right to 
Water, available at:  http://www.menschen-recht-wasser.de/ (Click on ‘English,’ > ‘Human Right to Water’) and COHRE, Resource 
Pack for Training: Advocacy for the Right to Water (Geneva: COHRE, 2006), available at www.cohre.org/water. 

3 There is extensive literature on water supply and sanitation and on water resources management. The select bibliography contains 
resources that are useful entry points for those whose background is not in water and sanitation. 
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•	Civil	society	organisations,	where	they	operate	water	and	sanitation	services,	monitor	government	
performance or engage in policy advocacy and advice. 

•	International	development	agencies.
•	Private	sector	organisations	dealing	in	water	and	sanitation.

The Manual should not be seen as a blueprint for implementation. Rather, it lists potential actions (and 
in several cases, a variety of options) that each country could consider and apply to its particular context, tak-
ing into account factors such as:

•	Available	financial	resources.	
•	Level	of	development.	
•	Government	capacity.	
•	Ability	of	users	to	pay.	
•	Levels	of	inequality	in	the	country.	
•	Division	of	responsibilities	between	ministries/departments.	
•	Authority	of	local	government.	

The Manual is designed to be used in the following contexts: 

•	Institutional	reforms	of	the	water	and	sanitation	sector.	
•	Budget	allocations.
•	Water	and	sanitation	pricing	and	subsidy	policies.	
•	Design	of	water	resource	management	and	water	allocation	systems.
•	Land	distribution	and	management	policies	where	they	relate	to	housing	and	access	to	water	for	domestic	

purposes.
•	Development	of	housing	standards	as	they	relate	to	water	and	sanitation.
•	Establishment	of	quality	standards	on	water	and	sanitation.	
•	Training	of	water	and	sanitation	sector	professionals	on	human	rights.

The Manual will assist governments to operationalise their legal obligations under international human rights 
treaties that they have ratified, in particular the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, (ICESCR) currently ratified by 157 countries. Many governments also recognise the right to water and 
sanitation, or other human rights, such as the rights to health, housing and a healthy environment, which in-
clude access to water and sanitation. The Manual will also be useful as a tool to help achieve the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) on water and sanitation. Human rights standards can help orient policy-making 
towards serving the needs of those without access to water and sanitation and requires participatory, inclusive 
and accountable processes that can facilitate significant increases in access to water and sanitation. 

As a basis for defining the right to water and sanitation and its implications, the Manual relies on three 
documents:

•	General Comment No. 15: The Right to Water (referred to as ‘General Comment No. 15’). 
•	The Guidelines for the Realization of the Right to Drinking Water and Sanitation, adopted in 2006 by the 

UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (referred to as ‘Sub-Commission 
Guidelines’). 

•	The	2007	Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on the scope and content of 
the relevant human rights obligations related to equitable access to safe drinking water and sanitation 
under international human rights instruments (referred to as ‘OHCHR Report’). 

These documents are further described in Chapter 2: Overview of the human right to water and sanitation,  
and Chapter 3: Legal basis and institutional framework.  

Feedback
This Manual is an early step towards understanding how best to implement the right to water and sanita-
tion. Users of the Manual are strongly encouraged to suggest revisions and examples of good practise in 
implementing the right, which will be addressed in the next edition of the Manual. Comments can be sent to 
water@cohre.org. 
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Key terms 

Catchment Area: The area within which water drains to a particular water source such as a river, lake or 
reservoir and which may also recharge an aquifer.  

Covenant/International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR): A treaty that 
157 countries have ratified as of October 2007, making it legally binding upon them in international law. The 
Covenant is the primary basis for the human right to water and sanitation and other economic, social and 
cultural rights. 

Domestic uses of water: Water supply for each person that is sufficient and continuous for personal and 
domestic uses, which normally include drinking, personal sanitation, washing of clothes, food preparation, 
personal and household hygiene.    

General Comment No. 15: UN General Comment No. 15 on the Right to Water adopted in 2002 by the UN 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, a committee of experts elected by those States that have 
ratified the ICESCR. Although General Comment No. 15 is not legally binding, it is an authoritative inter-
pretation of the provisions of the ICESCR. Available at: www.ohchr.org (‘Human Rights Bodies’ > ‘CESCR’ > 
‘General Comments’).

Governments: All levels of government: national, regional and local. The distribution of powers and author-
ity between these various levels varies between countries. The term ‘government’ in the Manual includes both 
the legislature (parliament/municipal council) and the executive (administrative) branch of government. The 
role of governments in all countries involve policy making, regulating, allocating resources and information 
gathering. The Manual distinguishes these roles from that of water and sanitation service provision by govern-
ment, in order to address these functions more clearly. However, in many countries, there is no institutional 
separation between governments as regulator and as service provider. 

Individuals and communities: Each person has the right to water and sanitation, irrespective of his or her 
legal status, and can secure these as an individual and/or as a member of a community. For the purpose of 
the Manual, ‘community’ refers to a group of people residing in a particular area having a common identity 
and/or shared interests. 

Poverty: The term is used in the Manual to refer to the “sustained or chronic deprivation of the resources, 
capabilities, choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and 
other civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights.”4 It therefore is broader than income-poverty and 
includes lack of power and influence and social exclusion. 

Sanitation: For the purposes of this Manual, access to sanitation refers to access to excreta disposal facilities 
which can effectively prevent human, animal and insect contact with excreta, and which ensure privacy and 
protect dignity. Such facilities may include a toilet connected to a sewer or septic tank system, a pour-flush 
latrine, a simple or ventilated improved pit latrine or similar facility. Depending on the type of facilities used, 
access to sanitation may also necessitate the provision of sewerage (or latrine exhaustion) and drainage chan-
nels to remove wastewater and excreta and to ensure its safe disposal or treatment. In order to reduce the 
scope of the Manual, solid waste management is not addressed. 

Service Providers: This term includes utilities that operate water and sewerage networks, the vast majority of 
which are operated by national, regional or local government departments or by publicly owned companies. 
The term also includes small-scale water and sanitation services (such as wells, standpipes or public toilets) 
that entrepreneurs, civil society organisations or community organisations normally operate.  It also includes 
government departments that provide information and assistance to small-scale providers and households on 
sanitation and hygiene. 

4 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Poverty and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, (2001), UN Doc. E/C.12/2001/10, para. 8.
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States: General Comment No. 15 refers to ‘States parties’. This term refers to countries whose parliaments 
have ratified the ICESCR, thus legally binding themselves to its provisions under international law for all their 
government bodies. Other instruments such as the Sub-Commission Guidelines are addressed to ‘States’ and 
refer to a variety of international human rights treaties and declarations (See Chapter 3: Legal basis and insti-
tutional framework). 

Sub-Commission Guidelines: The Guidelines for the Realization of the Right to Drinking Water Supply and 
Sanitation were adopted in 2006 by the UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human 
Rights, an expert body that advises the UN Human Rights Council. These Guidelines do not legally define the 
right to water and sanitation, but rather provide guidance for its implementation. Available at: www.ohchr.org 
(‘Your Human Rights’ > ‘Human Rights Issues’ > ‘Stakeholder views’ below the Water heading).

Toilet: This refers to any facility for the disposal of human excreta including latrines, whether or not con-
nected to a sewer system.  

Water point: This is a generic term used to describe any point of access to water for domestic uses. This 
includes a household connection, stand-pipe, well, borehole, spring, rainwater harvesting unit, water kiosk 
or other point of transaction with a water vendor. The term is used to avoid any bias or confusion regarding 
certain types of access to water. 

WHO Quality Guidelines: These refer to the WHO Guidelines for drinking-water quality, which provide 
guidance on good practices for ensuring that drinking water is adequate for human health. Available at:  
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health. 

Vulnerable and marginalised groups: Vulnerable groups are those, such as children, who require special 
attention due to their physical conditions. Marginalised groups are those, such as those living in informal set-
tlements, which require special attention due to their traditional and/or current exclusion from political power 
and resources. See Chapter 5:  Non-discrimination and attention to vulnerable and marginalised groups, Box 
5.2 for a wider definition.
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Abbreviations and acronyms

CEDAW Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women

CESCR United Nations Committee on Economic Social and Cultural Rights

CRC Convention on the Rights of the Child

CSO Civil Society Organisation

GDP Gross Domestic Product 

GNP Gross National Product

HDR UNDP Human Development Report

HRBA Human Rights Based Approach

IBT Increasing Block Tariff

ICESCR International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights

IWRM Integrated Water Resource Management

JMP WHO and UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme

MDG Millennium Development Goal

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

OHCHR United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights

UDHR Universal Declaration of Human Rights

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

UN-HABITAT  United Nations Human Settlements Programme

WHO World Health Organization

WSSD World Summit on Sustainable Development



XIV Manual on the RIght to WateR and SanItatIon

Executive summary

Water is essential to the well-being of humankind, vital for economic development, and a basic requirement 
for the healthy functioning of all the world’s ecosystems. Clean water, together with hygienic sanitation, is 
necessary to sustain human life and to ensure good health and human dignity. Yet more than 1 billion people 
do not have access to a safe water source and more than 2.6 billion people do not have adequate sanitation. 
The right to water and sanitation is a crucial aspect of the struggle to improve this situation. 

Part I. FOUNDATIONS
Part I of the Manual outlines the foundations of the right to water and sanitation, discussing the challenge of 
lack of access to water and sanitation; describing the right to water and sanitation and how it may assist in 
meeting this challenge; and the legal basis and institutional framework that underpin and help implement the 
right.  

Chapter 1: The water and sanitation challenge 
Over 1.1 billion individuals lack access to a basic supply of water from a clean source likely to be safe and 
over 2.6 billion persons lack access to adequate sanitation facilities, a primary cause of water contamination 
and diseases linked to water. As these figures do not take into account a number of obstacles such as the in-
ability to pay for access, the true figure for lack of access is much higher.  

There is sufficient clean freshwater in the world for everyone’s essential personal and domestic needs. 
However, lack of distribution networks and working systems to extract groundwater or harvest rainwater; ex-
clusion from these services or facilities; inequitable allocation of water resources; and pollution limit people’s 
access to sufficient clean water. In some cases excessive extraction and contamination of groundwater limit 
domestic use and threaten long-term use. 

In rural areas, many people collect water of dubious quality from unprotected wells or surface water sources, 
often at a great distance from their homes, deterring them from collecting sufficient quantities. Toilets are often 
seen as unnecessary or unaffordable. In urban areas, low-income groups - particularly those living in infor-
mal settlements - often lack access to adequate water supply and sanitation. Piped water supplies and sewers 
seldom cover informal areas, which means that people living there access water from a variety of generally 
inadequate water supply options, such as wells built close to latrines or from small-scale water providers, such 
as door-to-door water vendors, whose water supplies may not be of good quality. 

Sanitation in most countries is severely neglected by both governments and households. The number of toilets 
per inhabitant is generally inadequate, with no guarantee that they are hygienic to use. Because of the lack of 
sanitation at a household level (or, in many cases, at any level), many people will use plastic bags, streets or 
other unhygienic places for defecation. 

The lack of access to water and sanitation has a severe effect on human health, exacerbates poverty and 
undermines economic development. It is estimated that at any one time nearly half the population of devel-
oping countries is suffering from health problems linked to inadequate water and sanitation. Approximately 
4 billion cases of diarrhoea each year cause 2.2 million deaths, mostly among children under five – about 15 
percent of all deaths of children under the age of five in developing countries. Lack of access to water and 
sanitation undermines economic and social development, due to the costs of disease, the unequal burden on 
women and children and the high costs of accessing water (in terms of time and money) that reduce peo-
ple’s ability to secure other essential goods. Water shortages and unreliable access to water can reduce crop 
production and livestock health and can undermine the viability of businesses run by poor women and men, 
including home-based activities. In addition, without sufficient water, the ecosystem, for example the proper 
growth of trees and other flora necessary to prevent soil erosion, cannot be supported

The current water and sanitation crisis is caused by issues related to poverty, inequality and unequal power 
relationships. Water and sanitation policies and programmes all too often exclude marginalised groups and 
areas such as informal settlements and arid areas. Nationally and internationally, the allocation of resources to 
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water and sanitation is insufficient. The lack of access is exacerbated by a challenging social and environment 
context: accelerating urbanisation, increasing pollution and depletion of water resources and climate change. 
In addition, institutional changes, such as shifts in land ownership, decentralisation and delegation of respon-
sibilities for public services are in some circumstances reducing the accessibility of water and sanitation.

Chapter 2: Overview of the human right to water and sanitation 
This chapter describes the contents of the human right to water and sanitation, its contributions and its limi-
tations. The General Comment No. 15 and the Sub-Commission Guidelines (see Key terms) taken together 
indicate that the right comprises the following:
 
Sufficient water: Water supply for each person that is sufficient and continuous for personal and domestic 
uses, which normally include drinking, personal sanitation, washing of clothes, food preparation, personal 
and household hygiene. (See also Chapter 7: Water availability, allocation and sustainability.)

Clean water: Safe water that in particular, is free from hazardous substances that could endanger human 
health, and whose colour, odour and taste are acceptable to users. (See also Chapter 8: Water quality and 
hygiene.)

Accessible water and sanitation: Water and sanitation services and facilities are accessible within, or in the 
immediate vicinity, of each household, educational institution and workplace. Sanitation is safe, adequate and 
conducive to the protection of public health and the environment. (See also Chapter 9: Physical accessibility.) 

Affordable water and sanitation: Water and sanitation can be secured without reducing any person’s ca-
pacity to acquire other essential goods and services, including food, housing, health services and education. 
(See also Chapter 10: Affordability and financing.) 

Non-discrimination and inclusion of vulnerable and marginalised groups: There is no distinction based 
on grounds such as race or colour which leads to unequal access to water and sanitation. Non-discrimination 
also includes proactive measures to ensure that the particular needs of vulnerable or marginalised groups are 
met (See also Chapter 5: Non-discrimination and attention to vulnerable and marginalised groups.)
 
Access to information and participation: All people have the right to participate in decision-making proc-
esses that may affect their rights. All people are given full and equal access to information concerning water, 
sanitation and the environment. (See also Chapter 6: Participation and access to information.)

Accountability: Persons or groups denied their right to water and sanitation have access to effective judicial 
or other appropriate remedies, for example courts, national ombudspersons or human right commissions. (See 
also Chapter 4: Roles of key actors, Section 4.4.) 

International human rights standards indicate that available resources need to be utilised effectively in order 
to realise the right progressively within the shortest possible timeframe and that certain steps require immedi-
ate implementation, such as the obligation to take steps to realise the right and to avoid discrimination.

When implemented, the right to water and sanitation can make the following contributions: 

•	Improved	accountability:	It	establishes	access	to	water	and	sanitation	as	a	legal	entitlement,	which	provides	
a basis for individuals and groups to hold governments and other actors to account. It also provides a basis 
for actors within government to hold each other accountable to the objective of realising the right.

•	Focus	on	vulnerable	and	marginalised	groups:	Focuses	on	the	need	to	prioritise	access	to	basic	water	and	
sanitation services to all, including those who are normally excluded. 

•	Increased	participation	in	decision-making:	Provides	for	genuine	participation	of	communities	in	decision-
making on water and sanitation. 

•	Individual	and	community	empowerment:	Strengthens	individual	and	community	struggles	for	access	to	
basic services.
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It is important, however, to have realistic expectations and to take account of the limitations of the right to 
water and sanitation:

•	The	right	alone	is	not	going	to	solve	the	water	and	sanitation	crisis:	The	right	needs	to	be	used	in	
conjunction with other development strategies. 

•	Limited	justiciability:	Not	all	judiciaries	are	willing	to	decide	cases	involving	social	rights.	However,	recourse	
to the courts is only one of several means to implement the right. 

•	Misunderstandings	of	the	right:	The	right	is	often	not	well	understood,	and	thus	requires	significant	levels	of	
training and education. 

  

MISConCEPTIonS REgARdIng ThE RIghT To wATER And SAnITATIon 

Misconception Clarification

the right entitles people to free 
water

Water and sanitation services need to be affordable for all. People 
are expected to contribute financially or otherwise to the extent that 
they can do so.

the right allows for unlimited use 
of water

the right entitles everyone to sufficient water for personal and 
domestic uses and is to be realised in a sustainable manner for 
present and future generations.

the right entitles everyone to a 
household connection

Water and sanitation facilities need to be within, or in the immediate 
vicinity of the household, and can comprise facilities such as wells 
and pit latrines.

the right to water entitles people to 
water resources in other countries.

People cannot claim water from other countries. however, 
international customary law on transboundary watercourses 
stipulates that such watercourses should be shared in an equitable 
and reasonable manner, with priority given to vital human needs.

a country is in violation of the right 
if not all its people have access to 
water and sanitation

the right requires that a State take steps to the maximum of 
available resources to progressively realise the right.

  

Chapter 3: Legal basis and institutional framework for the right to water and sanitation 
Chapter 3 describes the legal basis for the right to water and sanitation in international law, and its institu-
tional framework. Human rights, and their underlying values of dignity, freedom and equality, emerged from 
a variety of sources (such as religious convictions, and concerns for social justice) and are rooted in historic 
global struggles, including the struggles for freedom, democracy and independence. Treating human beings 
with dignity and equality – universally shared values – requires that all people have access to water and sani-
tation. International human rights treaties, negotiated by State officials representing all cultures and civiliza-
tions, provide an authoritative definition of human rights and a tool to implement them. 

The right to water and sanitation is implicit in the right to an adequate standard of living included in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, a treaty ratified by 157 States (as of October 
2007). In 1994, at the International Cairo Conference on Population on Development, States stated that the 
right to an adequate standard of living included adequate water and sanitation. Entitlements to water and 
sanitation are also found in widely ratified treaties such as the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) 
and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). A number of 
international political declarations by the Non-Aligned Movement, the Council of Europe and the UN General 
Assembly recognise the right to water. 
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Regional human rights treaties in Africa, the Americas and Europe explicitly or implicitly provide for the right 
to water and sanitation. National recognition of the right to water and sanitation is growing. At least twenty-
four countries now recognise the right to water in their constitutions and laws (in four cases, these are in 
draft legislation). Six of these recognise the right to water and sanitation. Many countries recognise other hu-
man rights, such as the right to health, non-discrimination, life and to a healthy environment, which require 
provision of access to safe water and sanitation. 

Chapter 3 surveys the institutional framework for implementing the right, of which national implementation 
is the first step. The United Nations and regional human rights systems can play a significant role in monitor-
ing and supporting national implementation of human rights. At the political level, the United Nations Human 
Rights Council, made up of States elected by the UN General Assembly, along with its Advisory Committee 
and Special Procedures (made of independent experts) can help monitor State performance and promote 
development of international norms on human rights. The United Nations treaty monitoring bodies, made up 
of independent experts require reports of State performance of treaties at regular intervals, and give feedback 
on this performance, taking into account civil society input. In certain cases the Human Rights Council and 
certain treaty bodies can hear individual and group complaints about alleged violations of the treaties. These 
political and expert monitoring functions are mirrored by mechanisms established under the auspices of the 
African Union (AU), the Organization of American States (OAS) and the Council of Europe (COE) to monitor 
performance of the regional human rights treaties. The regional systems also have established Courts that can 
hear complaints regarding some components of the right. 

Part II. FRAMEWORK FOR IMPLEMENTATION
Part II expands on the framework for implementation by discussing systemic issues relevant to all aspects 
of policies and regulations relevant to the right.  

Chapter 4: Roles of key actors
This chapter addresses the responsibilities of the various different actors, particularly governments but also 
other actors such as communities and civil society organisations (See Key terms.)

National, regional and local governments (both the executive/administrative branch of government and 
legislative branches/municipal councils) are the key actors in setting up the conditions to ensure the right to 
water and sanitation services. Achieving this objective involves actions by governments at national, regional 
and local levels in the roles of policy maker and resources allocator and as a regulator of service provision. 
The Manual distinguishes these roles from that of water and sanitation service provision by governments, in 
order to address these functions more clearly. In many countries however, there is no institutional separation 
between governments as regulators and as service providers. These roles can be further described as follows: 

4.1 Government as policy maker, allocator of resources, and regulator
4.1.1 Prioritising water and sanitation services within their budgeting and political processes.
4.1.2 Revising legislation and policies in order to recognise and implement the right to water and 

sanitation. 
4.1.3 Developing a plan of action to implement the right, including developing standards and targets, 

and clarifying the division of responsibilities between stakeholders.
4.1.4 Ensuring co-ordination between relevant ministries and departments (including water, health, 

environment, finance, agriculture, land, housing, industry, energy), including between central, 
regional and local government.

4.1.5 Ensuring that all levels of government responsible for water and sanitation services have 
sufficient resources, authority and capacity to discharge these duties and ensure extension of 
service to those without access. 

4.1.6 Protecting and promoting the right of individuals and groups to access information and 
participate in decision-making relating to water and sanitation. 

4.1.7 Collecting and disseminating accurate information on access to water and sanitation services, 
including disaggregated information on levels of access by vulnerable and marginalised groups. 

4.1.8 Minimising contamination of water resources.
4.1.9 Paying charges incurred for water and sanitation services. 
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4.1.10 Integrating the right to water and sanitation into their international co-operation processes 
relating to development, finance, trade, investment and environment. 

4.1.11 Introducing measures to prevent corruption in government bodies. 
4.1.12 Ensuring that water and sanitation service providers (public and private) comply with service 

delivery standards and that there is independent monitoring, there are penalties for non-
compliance and genuine participation in decision-making by users. 

Points 4.1.1-4.1.12 above relate to the overall framework for the role of government in policy making, regula-
tion and resource allocation relating to the right to water and sanitation. Specific points pertaining to areas 
such as water resource management, water supply and sanitation services, land use policy, water quality and 
foreign policy form the basis of Chapters 5-11.

4.2 Government as service provider
Governments, in most cases local authorities or public companies, operate the vast majority of water and 
sanitation utility services, although some services are contracted out to private operators. In many developing 
countries, small-scale facilities such as kiosks, standpipes, wells, and public toilets operated by entrepreneurs 
and community groups are responsible for a significant proportion of service provision. Many countries con-
sider basic sanitation and hygiene promotion a responsibility of public health services, although some respon-
sibilities are borne by water and education agencies. In addition to complying with relevant legislation and 
policies, water, sanitation and health service providers can contribute by:  

4.2.1 In the case of utilities, extending water and sewerage services to schools, health centres and 
other public centres where these are needed (with separate facilities for males and females) and 
to households, including those occupied by marginalised and vulnerable groups.

4.2.2 Improving affordability of water and sanitation services through increased efficiency and 
flexibility of services. 

4.2.3 For water, sanitation and health agencies, carrying out sanitation and hygiene promotion and 
training and providing financial assistance to small-scale providers and households relying on 
small-scale provision.

4.2.4 Ensuring environmentally sound disposal of waste.

Some of the revenues necessary to carry out these duties can be raised through tariffs, including through 
cross-subsidies between high- and low-income users, or between industry and domestic use. However, it is 
likely that public finances will be required to ensure that providers meet the duties set out above and still 
remain financially solvent. Such public finances can be provided directly to the user or through the provider.

4.3 Private service providers
Private service providers include utilities managed by corporations and small-scale services managed by pri-
vate entrepreneurs, civil society organisations and by communities of users. They have the following roles:

4.3.1 In the case of private corporations managing utilities, carrying out the roles of public service 
providers, as listed in section 4.2. 

4.3.2 In the case of small-scale providers (private, civil society or community-based providers), 
providing services of adequate quality at an affordable cost. 

4.4 Independent public monitoring bodies
An effective complaints mechanism is a key component of the right to water and sanitation. It is a useful tool 
for ensuring service delivery standards and targets are effectively implemented. A regulator may provide such 
mechanisms. However, whether or not a regulator has established such a mechanism, accountability can be 
enhanced if an independent branch of government – a human rights commission, an ombudsperson institu-
tion or the judiciary – monitors the performance of public institutions. Independent public monitoring bodies 
can support implementation of the right by:
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4.4.1 Reviewing legislation, policy and programmes to ensure that they are consistent with the right to 
water and sanitation. 

4.4.2 Investigating complaints by users and ensuring adequate redress for genuine complaints.
4.4.3 Monitoring compliance with national legislation on water and sanitation by government bodies 

and private parties. 

Each of these types of bodies has distinct roles. Human rights commissions and ombudsperson institutions 
can carry out detailed and long-term reviews of government policy and can respond to complaints quickly, 
flexibly and cheaply. The judiciary operates in a slower fashion, and can generally only examine a particular 
factual scenario rather than a long-term series of actions. However, the judiciary can require public institu-
tions to revise their programmes and actions and can impose criminal and civil penalties on public officials 
and private persons.

4.5 Individuals and communities 
Each person has the right to water and sanitation, irrespective of his or her legal status, and can secure these 
as an individual and/or as a member of a community. For the purpose of the Manual, a ‘community’ refers 
to a group of people residing in a particular area who identify themselves as a community. Communities (in-
cluding community-based organisations and residents’ associations) have the knowledge of their environment, 
their needs and the motivation to improve their situation. In many situations, predominantly in rural areas but 
also in urban areas in developing countries, communities manage small-scale water and sanitation services. 
Individuals and communities can play the following roles: 

4.5.1 Identifying the needs and priorities of all members of the community, monitoring service 
provision, proposing appropriate water and sanitation policies to government bodies and 
participating in consideration of such policies. 

4.5.2 Obtaining information about their rights under national and international law, disseminating it 
to their communities and advocating for implementation of their rights in partnership with other 
communities.

4.5.3 Contributing to the operational and financial sustainability of water and sanitation facilities and 
services through financial payment (with government assistance for the poorest to pay bills), or 
provision of labour where feasible (for example, in some rural areas and informal settlements). 
Households also have responsibility for constructing household toilets.

4.5.4 Avoiding contamination of water resources, using water and sanitation facilities responsibly and 
spreading knowledge within the community of good hygiene practices. 

4.5.5 Assisting vulnerable and marginalised individuals and households within the community to 
secure access to water and sanitation.

4.6 Civil society organisations
Civil society organisations (CSOs) include non-governmental development and advocacy organisations, social 
movements, faith-based organisations, research and academic institutions, the media, professional bodies and 
other similar organisations. Community-based organisations are part of ‘civil society.’ However, the Manual 
addresses their roles under that of ‘communities’ above. CSOs have a variety of roles to play in implement-
ing and/or promoting the right to water and sanitation, which can include, depending on their area of 
specialisation:

4.6.1 Supporting the work of governments and communities by providing information, facilitating 
community organisation and assisting communities with their advocacy processes. 

4.6.2 Building community and government capacity and knowledge on water and sanitation issues, 
including on rights and responsibilities, management and technical information. 

4.6.3 Striving to ensure that their activities are coordinated and that their work supports and does 
not duplicate work done by government, other civil society organisations or international 
organisations. 

4.6.4 Monitoring government actions on water and sanitation and that of third parties. 
4.6.5 Educating students and the broader public about the right to water and sanitation.
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4.6.6 Carrying out research on ways to implement the right to water and sanitation, and sharing 
research outcomes with all stakeholders. 

4.6.7 For international civil society organisations, supporting the development and growth of local and 
national civil society organisations and community-based organisations.

4.7 Industrial and agricultural water users
Industrial and agricultural bodies (including both private corporations and government-owned industries) are 
often major consumers of water and therefore have a social and environmental responsibility to ensure that 
their use of water does not curtail the essential domestic uses of water, either through over-abstraction or pol-
lution of water sources. In addition to complying with national legislation, they have the following roles: 

4.7.1 Minimising water use and promoting effective water conservation methods. 
4.7.2 Minimising contamination of water resources.

4.8 International organisations
International organisations, including UN agencies, the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund and 
other such organisations have the following roles in supporting the implementation of the right to water and 
sanitation by: 

4.8.1 Providing financial and/or technical assistance to governments, civil society organisations and 
communities.

4.8.2 Reviewing and revising their co-operation policies, operating procedures and policy advice to 
ensure that these are consistent with the right to water and sanitation.

4.8.3 Ensuring co-ordination and coherence as far as possible, in relation to government activities and 
amongst themselves.

Chapter 5: Non-discrimination and attention to vulnerable and marginalised groups
A crucial aspect of the human rights framework is that everybody is ensured access to water and sanitation, 
including the most vulnerable or marginalised groups, without discrimination. Non-discrimination means that 
there is no distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference, which is based on any ground (e.g. race, colour, 
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status) that 
differentiates without legitimate reason. Non-discrimination includes more than avoidance of active discrimi-
nation against particular groups. It also includes proactive measures to ensure that government policies and 
programmes do not exclude particular groups by failing to address the particular needs of vulnerable or 
marginalised groups. 

Vulnerable groups are those, such as children, that require special attention due to their developmental or 
physical limitations. Marginalised groups are those, for example women, that require special attention due to 
their traditional and/or current exclusion from political power. 

In Chapter 5, the Manual outlines how governments can act to prevent discrimination and exclusion of vul-
nerable and marginalised groups. This can be achieved by:     

5.1 Ensuring that a comprehensive anti-discrimination law is in place, with an institution to 
investigate and provide remedies for discrimination against individuals or groups.

5.2 Revising existing water and sanitation related laws, regulations, policies and operating 
procedures to ensure that they refrain from discrimination.

5.3 Reviewing public water and sanitation budgets to ensure that they address the needs of 
vulnerable and marginalised groups, including those living in informal settlements and arid and 
semi-arid areas.

5.4 Collecting data on access to water and sanitation that takes into account ethnicity, age, disability, 
gender, religion, income and other related grounds so as to identify discrepancies and set 
priorities for government assistance.
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5.5 Establishing requirements for water and sanitation institutions to ensure that representatives 
of vulnerable and marginalised groups effectively participate and have a genuine influence on 
decision-making processes. 

5.6 Ensuring that the needs of institutions utilised by vulnerable and marginalised groups are 
adequately addressed in policies relating to issues such as priorities for extension of services, 
tariffs and subsidy plans. Such institutions include schools, hospitals, prisons and refugee camps.

5.7 Reviewing all laws, policies and programmes to ensure that they adequately address the specific 
requirements of vulnerable and marginalised groups.

Groups that are potentially vulnerable or marginalised include: 

•	Women.	
•	Children.	
•	Inhabitants	of	rural	and	urban	deprived	areas.	
•	Indigenous	peoples.	
•	Nomadic	and	traveller	communities.	
•	Refugees,	asylum	seekers,	internally	displaced	persons	and	returnees.	
•	Older	persons,	people	with	disabilities	and	people	with	serious	or	chronic	illnesses.	
•	Victims	of	natural	disasters	and	persons	living	in	disaster-prone	areas.	
•	People	living	in	water	scarce-regions	(arid	and	semi-arid	areas	and	some	small	islands)	and	persons	under	

custody.

All people have the right to water and sanitation, regardless of whether or not they are a member of a 
vulnerable or marginalised group. Paying attention to the needs of vulnerable and marginalised groups is a 
means of ensuring that all persons have the right to water and sanitation. 

Chapter 6: Participation and access to information
The right to water and sanitation, in common with all human rights, is linked to the right to participate in de-
cision-making. Thus, it provides for all persons to be given a genuine opportunity to influence and enhance 
policy formulation and improvements in the water and sanitation sector. 

Poor people and members of vulnerable or marginalised groups are frequently excluded from decision-mak-
ing regarding water and sanitation, and hence their needs are seldom prioritised. This results in their inequi-
table access to water and sanitation facilities and services.  Information regarding how to access water and 
sanitation services is often not publicly available in an easily understood format. Where services are provided, 
the lack of adequate participation can lead to inappropriate technical solutions, prohibitive financial costs or 
unrealistic payment options. 

Chapter 6 considers how governments can act to ensure information is available and how individuals and 
groups can participate in their service provision, including through participating in policy formulation, setting 
of priorities for investments, development of plans and strategies, implementation of projects and regulation 
and monitoring of services. This can be achieved by: 

6.1 Introducing mechanisms to facilitate public access to water and sanitation sector information for 
policy and decision-making, including use of communications media used by the poor (such as 
radio).

6.2 Ensuring public access to essential water quality and environmental health data.
6.3 Carrying out participatory processes in the development of water and sanitation policies and 

plans that ensure the genuine participation of representatives of vulnerable and marginalised 
groups (including by assisting them to acquire necessary information and expertise), aim to 
mitigate power imbalances between stakeholders and are not unduly time consuming.

6.4 Making provision for and enabling community development and management of small-scale 
water and sanitation facilities and services in appropriate circumstances.

6.5 Ensuring that users are able to participate in the regulation and monitoring of service providers.
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It is important that plans to implement participatory processes take account of the financial and administrative 
resources that are required to fulfil them. Allocating resources to participatory processes is a necessary invest-
ment in ensuring effective development. 

Part III. POLICIES FOR IMPLEMENTATION
Part III of the Manual discusses the key aspects of implementation necessary for the realisation of the right 
to water and sanitation, particularly water availability, water quality, physical accessibility of water and sanita-
tion, affordability issues and the role of international co-operation. 

Chapter 7: Water availability, allocation and sustainability 
This chapter discusses steps to ensure the availability of sufficient and reliable sources of water for personal 
and domestic uses. (The establishment of infrastructure and facilities for accessing water and sanitation are 
dealt with in Chapter 9: Physical accessibility.) Ensuring availability of water in order to meet the right to 
water and sanitation requires greater prioritisation of essential domestic uses over other uses, significant im-
provements in water resource management, equitable allocation of water resources and assistance to vulner-
able and marginalised communities. 

Governments can act to ensure availability of water by:

7.1 Setting a standard for a minimum quantity of water sufficient for human dignity, life and health.
7.2 Prioritising the allocation of water resources for essential domestic uses over agricultural and 

industrial uses, and exempting water use for essential domestic and survival needs from licensing 
requirements.

7.3 Improving the sustainability of water resources, including by: regulating water abstraction, 
price incentives to reduce non-essential use, education of users on conservation of water, 
disseminating conservation techniques, re-use of water and restrictions on non-essential uses in 
times of scarcity.

7.4 Protecting water catchment areas by ensuring sustainable agricultural practices.
7.5 Ensuring sufficient and equal access to traditional sources of water, including by: protecting 

traditional sources of water against appropriation by any one group or individual, mediating 
conflict, ensuring that land ownership laws and practices do not interfere with access to water 
and respecting customary systems of water access, while ensuring that they do not impede equal 
access. 

7.6 Assisting communities establish water capture and storage facilities, especially in water-scarce 
areas.

7.7 Ensuring that water rationing is carried out in an equitable manner, is widely publicised in 
advance and that essential needs for all are met.

7.8 Improving the efficiency of piped water delivery, including by improving information on existing 
systems, improving management processes, improving billing processes, fixing leakages (where 
feasible) and formalising illegal connections.

While it is important to prioritise the use of water for essential personal and domestic uses over agricultural 
and industrial uses, the next priority is to allocate water for essential agricultural uses, particularly subsistence 
agriculture and animal husbandry, as well as ensuring maintenance of ecological flows. 

Chapter 8: Water quality and hygiene
Chapter 8 discusses steps to ensure that all users access safe water that, in particular, is free from hazardous 
substances that could endanger human health, and whose colour, odour and taste are acceptable to users. It 
also discusses the provision of information on hygiene practices, in order to ensure the prevention of disease 
linked to inadequately-stored water and inadequate sanitation. 
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Governments can act to ensure good water quality and hygiene practices by: 

8.1 Formulating water quality standards designed to address the needs of all groups, as identified 
through participatory processes.

8.2 Formulating short- and medium-term targets to eliminate the pollutants with the most significant 
health effects, including on vulnerable groups. 

8.3 Establishing regulations and mechanisms to control pollution of water resources, including 
provision of information, incentives for responsible practices and penalties for pollution.

8.4 Establishing regulations on water quality for service providers. 
8.5 Putting in place mechanisms to monitor quality of water supply and ensure safety. 
8.6 Raising hygiene awareness, among households and small-scale providers, including promoting 

the safe handling of water for domestic uses and promoting sanitation.
8.7 Providing information on, and facilitating monitoring of water quality, including considering the 

impact of pollution and how to alleviate this. 

Chapter 9: Physical accessibility of water and sanitation
Chapter 9 discusses steps to ensure that water points and toilets are accessible within, or in the immediate 
vicinity, of each household, educational institution, health institution and workplace. It discusses how the 
concept of progressive realisation allows for the establishment of short-term, medium-term and long-term 
targets where resources are limited. A short-term target towards the full realisation of the right might include 
collection time for water of less than 30 minutes and access to a toilet within 50 metres. A final target would 
constitute water piped into the home and a toilet accessible in the home, connected to a sewer.  

The chapter discusses human rights standards related to adequacy of water and sanitation. These standards 
state that services and facilities should be of sufficient quality, culturally acceptable, take into account gen-
der and privacy requirements and be in a location that ensures physical security. Human rights standards 
also state that sanitation should be adequate, safe and conducive to the protection of public health and the 
environment. The latter criterion requires, first, that wastewater and excreta are transported away from human 
settlements and treated or disposed of in a manner that avoids threats to public health and damage to eco-
systems and, second, that where pit latrines are used, they are constructed at a suitable distance from water 
sources and in a manner that prevents leeching into underground water. 

Access to sanitation may need to be provided progressively in situations of limited resources (and limited 
space in densely populated urban areas). This might comprise: access to a shared toilet in the short-term, ac-
cess to a toilet shared by up to 20 people (segregated by sex) in the medium-term and access to a household 
toilet in the long term. Where reliance is placed on shared toilets, it is necessary to take further steps to en-
sure physical security, particularly for women and girls. Governments can ensure access to sanitation through 
promotion of sanitation and hygiene, training, providing facilities and services for safe disposal of waste, and 
constructing public toilets where these are needed (normally in urban areas). Households play a critical role 
in constructing, maintaining and using household or community toilets.   
 
Governments can act to ensure physical accessibility of water and sanitation services by: 

9.1 Establishing national or regional targets to reduce distance to water points and toilets, including 
short and medium term targets and establishing standards on adequacy of water and sanitation 
facilities. 

9.2 Establishing specific access targets per locality in line with national or regional targets and 
ensuring their implementation through monitoring, regulation and support to utilities and/or 
provision of funding and training for the establishment of small-scale facilities.

9.3 Facilitating small-scale provision by communities and entrepreneurs where adequate public 
services are not provided.

9.4 Addressing security concerns when selecting locations for water supply and sanitation facilities, 
illuminating such facilities at night and prioritising assistance for construction of household toilets 
in neighbourhoods with high levels of crime.

9.5 Ensuring that that no individual or group currently accessing water and sanitation is 
subsequently deprived of access, for example, through forced evictions, demands for bribes or 
denial of access for partisan or discriminatory reasons.

9.6 Providing services to informal settlements and ensuring security of tenure.
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9.7 Ensuring that users are given relevant information and can participate in decision making on 
the design and maintenance of public water and sanitation services and on land use relevant to 
these services. 

9.8 Dedicating an adequate proportion of public resources and capacity to the maintenance and 
improvement water and sanitation facilities. 

9.9 Requiring landlords to ensure that tenants have access to adequate water and sanitation services 
and requiring employers and operators of health and educational institutions to ensure accessible 
water and sanitation facilities at their institutions. 

9.10 Ensuring that response systems are in place for the provision of basic water and sanitation 
services in emergencies.

Chapter 10: Affordability and financing of water and sanitation
Affordability of water and sanitation services is crucial to accessibility, but is all too often ignored, both in 
project implementation and in data collection on access to water and sanitation. Unless water and sanitation 
services are affordable to all, access to an adequate quantity of safe water and to safe toilets is threatened. In 
addition, human rights standards stipulate that the direct and indirect costs of securing water and sanitation 
should not reduce any person’s capacity to acquire other essential goods and services, including food, hous-
ing, health services and education. This implies that ‘ability to pay’ will need to be considered in addition to 
‘willingness to pay’ in designing water and sanitation tariffs.

Financing the extension of services and subsidies to ensure their affordability is critical for the realisation of 
the right to water and sanitation in developing countries. The chapter considers ways through which such 
finances from current water and sanitation budgets, national budgets and international assistance can be gen-
erated or allocated in a manner that targets the poor. Payment for services is necessary to ensure the financial 
sustainability of the system as well as to ensure incentives for sustainable use. However, it is necessary to 
establish mechanisms through which costs for essential levels of water and sanitation can be subsidised for 
those who are unable to pay. 

The chapter assesses potential subsidy mechanisms for both network and small-scale provision and the chal-
lenge of identifying and targeting subsidies on those unable to pay. In relation to consumption subsidies, it 
compares the advantages and disadvantages of three forms of subsidy systems for water and sewerage (which 
can be utilised concurrently): 

•	Income	supplements	and	subsidies	based	on	income,	geographic	location	or	form	of	access.
•	Increasing	block	tariffs.
•	Free	provision	of	the	essential	amount	of	water	and	of	sewerage.		

Governments can act to ensure affordability of water and sanitation services by:

10.1 Setting standards for water and sanitation pricing according to ability to pay in order to ensure 
that payment for water, including indirect costs, does not reduce a person’s ability to buy other 
essential goods and services. 

10.2 Designing, monitoring and controlling charges by water and sanitation utilities and small-scale 
service providers to households, schools, health institutions and workplaces. 

10.3 Prioritising available public investment towards the construction and maintenance of water and 
sanitation infrastructure and facilities and subsiding these costs for low-income users.

10.4 Reducing costs of securing access by ensuring that a broad range of levels of services and 
facilities are available and ensuring the potential for progressive upgrading. 

10.5 Establishing flexible payment terms, such as phased connection charges, removal of 
requirements for deposits, grace periods and contributions in kind, based on participation of 
users, in particular low-income users and vulnerable and marginalised groups. 

10.6 Providing subsidies for water and sanitation services that target the lowest income, vulnerable 
and marginalised persons. 

10.7 Increasing public financing for subsidy programmes for the poor through measures such as: 
cross-subsidies between higher and lower income groups, reducing high-cost interventions, 
eliminating subsidies that primarily benefit upper and middle income groups, ring-fencing of 
water and sanitation revenues, improving efficiency, increasing national budgetary allocations 
and better targeted and increased international assistance.
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10.8 Reviewing laws, regulations and taxes that may raise costs beyond affordable levels, for example 
taxation of equipment required for service provision, in particular small-scale provision.

10.9 Integrating ability to pay considerations into disconnection policies and ensuring that where 
disconnections are carried out, they do not  lead to denial of the minimum essential amount of 
water.

Chapter 11: International co-operation
The global crisis in access to water and sanitation is one of the central issues that the international commu-
nity as a whole has pledged to address through the UN Millennium Declaration. Specifically, the Declaration 
undertook to halve, between 2000 and 2015, the proportion of people who are unable to reach or to afford 
safe drinking water. At the 2002 Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development, all governments 
further committed to halving the proportion of people without access to basic sanitation by 2015.

However, providing all those unserved with access to basic water and sanitation services poses considerable 
financial and technical challenges, particularly as the vast majority of people that lack access to these essential 
services live in developing countries, many of which, in particular the least developed countries, do not have 
sufficient financial resources and administrative capacity to provide for the right to water ad sanitation. 

International co-operation is often seen as relevant only in regard to development assistance. However, the 
right to water and sanitation is dependant on a number of international dynamics that are beyond the con-
trol of any one government. These dynamics include international trade and investment, economic sanctions, 
pollution of shared resources such as the atmosphere and transboundary resources, the use of transboundary 
resources and international armed conflict. The full realisation of the right to water and sanitation globally is 
therefore not possible without international co-operation in these areas.   

Governments can promote the right to water and sanitation in other countries by:

11.1. Increasing overall international development assistance for water and sanitation services that 
would benefit the poorest communities, and improving its predictability and effectiveness. 

11.2. Focusing development co-operation on programmes and projects that particularly target low-
income areas and groups.  

11.3. Ensuring that their development co-operation does not lead to impediments for any person’s 
access to water and sanitation, or other human rights. 

11.4. Co-operating with countries sharing a watercourse to ensure that vital human needs are 
prioritised in water allocation and that basin-level action is taken to preserve water quality. 

11.5. Co-operating with other countries to ensure that multilateral and bilateral trade and investment 
agreements are designed and applied in a manner that supports, and does not interfere with, the 
realisation of the right to water and sanitation. 

11.6. Where trade or financial sanctions are imposed by any country on another, ensuring that these 
sanctions do not impede access to water and sanitation. 

11.7. Ensuring that water and sanitation facilities are not attacked in times of armed conflict and that 
reasonable precautions are taken to prevent any damage. 

11.8. Establishing limitations on the level of greenhouse gas emissions that take into account their 
impact on water availability and displacement, and providing international assistance to groups 
facing drought and displacement due to climate change.



The Manual on the Right to Water and Sanitation is designed to assist policy makers and practi-
tioners in implementing the right to water and sanitation. 

This essential publication, written in non-legal language, addresses the vital need to clarify how 
human rights can be practically realised in the water and sanitation sector. The Manual recognis-
es that implementing the right to water and sanitation is not limited to legal recognition or allo-
cation of funds. Rather, it provides the basis for practical reforms in many areas of water supply 
and sanitation and in water resource management that can help make the water and sanitation 
sector operate in a manner that is more pro-poor, accountable and inclusive.

The Manual will assist governments to operationalise their legal obligations under the interna-
tional human rights treaties that they have ratified. The Manual is also useful as a tool to help 
achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on water and sanitation. Human rights 
standards can help orient policy-making towards serving the needs of those without access to 
water and sanitation and requires participatory, inclusive and accountable processes that can 
facilitate significant increases in access to water and sanitation. 

The Manual will be useful for practical implementation as it: 

•	Explains	the	key	components	of	the	right	to	water	and	sanitation	and	their	implications	for	
governments.

•	Describes	a	range	of	practical	policy	measures	that	could	be	adopted	by	governments,	in	
particular those in low-income countries, to achieve the right to water and sanitation in the 
shortest possible time. 

•	Illustrates	examples	of	policy	measures	that	have	been	taken	to	achieve	particular	components	
of the right to water and sanitation.

•	Provides	a	checklist	by	which	governments	can	assess	their	achievements	in	relation	to	the	
right to water and sanitation.

•	Describes	the	roles	of	other	actors,	in	particular,	individuals	and	communities	in	contributing	
to the achievement of the right to water and sanitation.


