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WORLD WATER DAY 2007: COPING WITH WATER SCARCITY

Geneva, 21 March 2007 - Every year on 22 March the world celebrates World Water Day: an
invitation from the United Nations to its Member States to devote the day to increasing public awareness
of the challenges related to the conservation, development and management of water resources. Coping
with Water Scarcity has been chosen as this year's theme to highlight the consequences of water scarcity
world wide, one of the major challenges of the 21st century.

Since global freshwater consumption is increasing at more than twice the rate of population growth, it is
estimated that by 2025 more than 60% of the world’s inhabitants will be living in regions experiencing
significant water stress. !

The term water scarcity is a relative concept and can mean either an absolute shortage of water, or a lack
of access to safe water supplies. These are conditions affecting people on every continent. However, these
scarcity conditions often have their roots in water shortages and are most acute in arid and semi-arid
regions affected by droughts, combined with high population growth and economic development. Water
scarcity is also a political issue: even in places that appear to have enough water for all, the poorest and
disadvantaged people often have the least access to water.

At this very moment, more than one in six people worldwide - or 1.1 billion — do not have access to a safe
and affordable water supply. Two out of every five people - or 2.4 billion - lack access to adequate
sanitation facilities. Being deprived of access to clean water and proper sanitation has catastrophic
impacts on people’s lives and determines a person’s health, education, economic productivity and income
- all key factors in escaping poverty.

Jon Lane, Interim Executive Director of the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC),
an organization whose programmes focus on improved sanitation and hygiene service delivery,
emphasizes the importance of water, sanitation and hygiene for development: ‘A lack of access to safe
drinking water, inadequate sanitation facilities and poor hygiene strongly interferes with basic human
development. Water-related diseases, including diarrhoea, are a major cause of death amongst young
children and each year they kill more children worldwide than HIV/AIDS. In India child mortality due to
HIV/AIDS counts for 0.7 % while 20% die from diarrhoeal diseases. In Malawi, where 14% of the children
under 5 years of age die due to HIV/AIDS, diarrhoeal diseases are a bigger killer and are responsible for
18% of the child deaths.’

On 22 March, Jon Lane will attend a series of national events related to World Water Day organized by the
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry of the Government of South Africa. The Water Supply and
Sanitation Collaborative Council has a strong presence in South Africa and recognises the active leadership
that the government provides on these issues. Water scarcity is a very important topic in South Africa and
indeed in many neighbouring countries.

On the occasion of World Water Day, the WSSCC has produced a pamphlet on Water, Sanitation and
Hygiene (WASH) & Water Scarcity, emphasizing that even where water resources are scarce, sanitation
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and hygiene need to be given due priority. The pamphlet intends to support the local partners in their
advocacy efforts. Please find the pamphlet attached.

Useful weblinks:

http://www.wsscc.org Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council
http://www.who.int/healthinfo/statistics/en/ Current world health statistics
http://www.unwater.org/wwd07/flashindex.html World Water Day 2007
http://www.irc.nl/ International Water and Sanitation Centre

For more information, please contact: Ms. Saskia Castelein, Programme Officer, WSSCC, Geneva, Tel +41
22 917 8481, Fax +41 22 917 8084, E-mail: casteleins@who.int

SECRETARIAT FOR THE WSS COLLABORATIVE COUNCIL
9 Chemin des Anemones, Chatelaine, CH-1219, Geneva, Switzerland. Tel. + (41 22) 917 8657;
Fax: + (41 22) 917 8084; E-mail: wsscc@who.int; Website: www.wsscc.org




WASH and Water Scarcity
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Pamphlet for Sanitation and Hygiene Week and World Water Day 2007

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) are important. All of them. No matter who you are, where you live,
what you do. And no matter how scarce your water is.

Why WASH?

For Health
One gram of faeces can contain 10 million viruses, 1 million bacteria, 1 thousand parasite cysts, and a
hundred worm eggs. Safe disposal of faeces is the most important of all public health priorities.

For Development
Sustainable development starts with people's health and dignity. Water supply alone does not transform
human health. Sanitation is even more important. And hygiene is most important of all.

For livelihoods
At any one time almost half of the developing world's people are suffering from diseases associated with
lack of WASH. The strain on families - on earnings, time, energy, and budgets - is enormous.

For Children
The very young are hit hardest by the neglect of the WASH issue. The worst consequence is diarrhoeal
disease - which Kkills six thousand children every day of the year.

For Dignity
Many millions of women have to wait until after dark before going to defecate. They face the fear and
sometimes the reality, of harassment and sexual assault, and attacks by snakes and wild animals.

Sanitation and Hygiene where Water is Scarce

In poor rural communities, faecal-oral contamination - excrement to mouth - is thought to be the major
cause of infectious disease transmission. Water, through hand washing and cleaning, serves as a barrier
to contamination and infection. Where water is scarce, hygiene and cleaning practices suffer, and the
barrier to faecal contamination is low. All the more reason to ensure safe disposal of faeces - all the more
reason for improved sanitation.

And even where water is scarce, unsafe storage and disposal of (waste) water can breed vectors of
disease. Mosquitoes use the wastewater puddles and water storage facilities as breeding grounds,
continuing the spread of malaria. All the more reason for home hygiene.

But what about sparsely populated areas? Arid regions house few people -lots of space for open
defecation!

No. Wherever there is open defecation, traces of excreta will find their way into the families' compounds,
yards, homes, hands and mouths, being carried by flies, dogs, cattle, children, or insects. Contamination
is a matter of when, not if. Not to mention the degradation of rivers and soils. The main pollution of soils
and water is by faeces, not by industrial waste.

So what to do?

Promote sanitation and hygiene through public education and promotion campaigns. The most successful
sanitation programmes are those focused on raising demand, for instance through social marketing



campaigns, for improved sanitation and water services, and promoting hygienic behaviour, such as
hand washing, safe water storage, and safe waste disposal.

There is no such thing as the ideal technology, and it is best to let households decide for themselves what
kind of latrine to build. These home-built latrines may not directly count as improved sanitation, but they
will be a viable first step on what is known as the 'sanitation ladder, i.e. the first intervention which will
increase awareness of the benefits of sanitation, and begin to lead to the installation and use of a sanitary
latrine.

Sanitation options in water scarce areas

The first purpose of a sanitation facility is to protect the environment from faecal contamination by
isolating excreta or safely disposing of it. The easiest way to isolate excreta without using water, is in a pit
latrine. The most basic form of improved sanitation is a pit latrine with slab. One step up from this is a
Ventilated Improved Pit (VIP) toilet, which prevents bad smells and flies.

Another form of sustainable sanitation that also protects the environment, is ecological sanitation, or
ecosan. Here, the faeces are reused, usually as compost.

Neither of the above systems require water to function. However, they require a basic investment in
construction costs, and presuppose that users will stay in one place. Where even basic investment costs
cannot be met, or where communities live nomadic lives, sanitation programmes should aim to promote at
least hygienic open defecation, where a dedicated area is marked for defecation, and faeces are covered
with soil.

Water Supply

People have lived in arid regions for centuries and have devised many ways to preserve water. But many
of that knowledge has gone lost, and people currently living in arid regions may not have always done so.
Returning to some of the old, tried and tested technologies can make a great difference. For instance,
rainwater harvesting. Even arid regions generally have a period of increased rainfall, which can be
harvested and preserved in reservoirs, so that it can serve the communities during dry seasons.

As much of the water that people in arid regions currently use is not safe to drink, simple household level
treatments should also be promoted. For instance, solar disinfection, or the use of basic filters.

Hygiene interventions

Where there are people, there is water. If not, they would not be surviving there. Therefore the often used
argument that hand washing with soap cannot be promoted because of lack of water, is flawed. However,
people in arid regions generally survive on less than 20 litres per day per person, and have many
conflicting priorities for that water. Therefore any hygiene and hand washing promotion needs to be
based on simple technologies that use a minimum of water, such as tippy tapsz.

Remember:

People have lived and survived in arid regions for centuries. When planning to improve WASH services
and practices in an area, look hard at what currently exists, try to understand current practices and plan to
build and improve from there.

Sustainable rural water supply and sanitation services are maintained and managed by communities and
households. As long as there are sustainable support structures for the communities to fall back on. This
requires capacity and appropriate institutions at local government level.

2 The Tippy Tap primarily consists of a can, which releases a small amount of water - just enough for a clean hand wash -
each time it is tipped. And when the ‘tap’ is released, it swings back to its earlier upright position.



For more information, see for example the Sanitation and Hygiene Promotion - Programming Guidance (2005), the

Advocacy Sourcebook (2003), and It's a Big Issue (2003). All publications can be downloaded freely from the
WSSCC website.
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