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Topic [003]: Access to Clean Water and Proper Sanitation Services 

 
Introduction  

Poor water quality and inadequate sanitation is one of the biggest global problems that has a 

severe impact on the livelihood and opportunity of billions. As of 2017 29% of people lack access to 

safely managed drinking water services, and 61% lack access to safely managed sanitation facilities . 1

Around the world, there are still 892 million people that continue to practice open defecation .  The 2

issue of clean water and sanitation is multiplex and intersects with other pertinent global issues such 

1 "Water and Sanitation - United Nations Sustainable Development." Accessed December 23, 2018. 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/. 
2 Ibid  
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as gender and class inequality, food security, as well as health and malnutrition . While many assume 3

that developed nations like Canada, which has some of the largest freshwater reserves in the world, 

need not be concerned with access to clean water, inadequate sanitation exists in nearly every 

country to some extent. Additionally, there is a major disparity in the quality of water and sanitation 

services between western countries in North America and Europe compared to developing nations 

in Sub-Saharan Africa. This means that it is up to more developed countries with greater access to 

resources to aid less developed countries, while still ensuring that international bodies and 

developing nations are working towards creating solutions to this global problem. Despite numerous 

international organizations and copious amounts of foreign aid, a major disparity still exists between 

the quality of water in the developing world, specifically in Sub-Saharan Africa, and in the western 

world like North America. In fact, for the entire world to have the current lifestyles of North 

America and Europe in terms of water consumption, people would need to produce 3.5 times as 

much clean water as exists and is presently available . It is clear that this is a complex issue that will 4

take multiple different actors, from both the developed and developing world, working alongside 

each other to create viable solutions that will work to create long term change.  

 

Background of the Problem: Developed and Developing Countries  

The issue of poor water quality is one that has existed for millennia, with viable solutions 

that attempt to mitigate this problem being developed and fine-tuned throughout history. However, 

3 Ibid  
4 "Water for a sustainable world - Sustainable Development Knowledge ...." Accessed December 4, 
2018. 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1711Water%20for%20a%20Sustainabl
e%20World.pdf. 

 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/1711Water%20for%20a%20Sustainable%20World.pdf
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while much of the west has developed have created proper technology to ensure clean and quality 

water, like the development and implementation of the sanitary value chain , this should mean that 5

in this region the problem is solved. Unfortunately, these western developed countries cannot be 

seen as truly having clean and sanitary water for all, as national crises like poor water quality in Flint, 

Michigan, or a lack of water infrastructure and proper sanitation services on First Nations reserves 

in both Canada and Australia means that this issue permeates through all levels of development . As 6

for developing countries, the state of access to water, as well as the overall quality of water and 

sanitation services is abhorrent. While drinking water has always been a necessity, this fact does not 

ensure that all of the world’s population has been able to obtain adequate drinking water. Africa is 

one of the two regions with the least progress made regarding clean water and sanitation. As of 

2015, Northern Africa was doing significantly better than any other part of the continent, with 90% 

of the population having access to basic sanitation services . Unfortunately, during this same time 7

period, Sub-Saharan Africa has only improved its sanitation services by 4% from 1990 levels, with 

70% of the region not having access to proper services . This startling statistic further highlights the 8

egregious inequality that exists between the developed world and developing world’s access to 

proper water services. Figure 1 shows Africa’s access to water overall, as well as access to water in 

both rural and urban regions as of 2010.  

 

5 "The Sanitation Value Chain | Global Water Pathogen Project." Accessed January 1, 2019. 
http://www.waterpathogens.org/node/2896. 
6 "Finding a solution to Canada's Indigenous water crisis - BBC News." Accessed January 2, 2019. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44961490. 
7 "Africa | International Decade for Action ...." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/africa.shtml. 
8 "Africa | International Decade for Action ...." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/africa.shtml. 

 

http://www.waterpathogens.org/node/2896
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-44961490
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The United Nations’ Stance on the Issue 

The United Nations recognizes the importance of access to clean water and proper 

sanitation services, and since 2000 has identified it as one of the key issues that needs to be solved in 

order to achieve the Millenium Development Goals (8 goals created by the World Health 

Organization (WHO) that all 191 member nations agreed to work to achieve by the 2015 deadline) 

as this problem has been linked to child mortality, the spread of pandemic diseases, environmental 

sustainability, as well as maternal health . Additionally, the United Nations Development 9

Programme identifies clean water and sanitation as Sustainable Development Goal #6: Clean Water 

and Sanitation. Under this goal the United Nations has laid out the framework within a 2030 

9 "WHO | Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) - World Health ...." Accessed January 14, 2019. 
https://www.who.int/topics/millennium_development_goals/about/en/. 

 

https://www.who.int/topics/millennium_development_goals/about/en/
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timeframe to achieve specific indicators relating to this problem that include: universal and equitable 

access to safe and affordable drinking water, adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all, 

end open defecation, address and recognize the unique situations that women and girls are 

specifically vulnerable to, support local administrative units, implement integrated water resource 

management at all levels, as well as support the participation of local communities regarding this 

issue . 10

 

Key Parts of the Problem and Potential Solutions  

Water Contamination  

As of 2017, over 1.8 billion people use a source of drinking water that is fecally 

contaminated . More than 80% of wastewater resulting from human activities is discharged into 11

rivers or sea without any pollution removal .  This problem predominantly affects those in rural 12

areas who 1. Do not have proper sanitation services in place and 2. Because of these sanitation 

services have to practice open defecation which is more likely to contaminate water supplies . If 13

water that is collected from above-ground sources, like rivers and/or lakes, there is a possibility that 

if proper sanitation services do not exist the water could be polluted by human and animal waste 

which enters the reserves in large amounts, therefore, contaminating the supply. In more urban 

centres the problem of contaminated drinking water can be attributed to pollution through 

10 "Water and Sanitation - United Nations ...." Accessed January 14, 2019. 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/. 
11 "Improved water is not enough | The Water Blog - World Bank Blogs." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://blogs.worldbank.org/water/water/ar/comment/1917. 
12 "Water and Sanitation - United Nations Sustainable Development." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/. 
13 "WHO | Lack of sanitation for 2.4 billion people is undermining health ...." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2015/jmp-report/en/. 

 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
http://blogs.worldbank.org/water/water/ar/comment/1917
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2015/jmp-report/en/
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chemicals running into above-ground bodies of water . China is a perfect example of this, as 14

although they have plenty of above-ground water reserves, their main water sources, which include 

reservoirs and lakes were found to have high levels of fluoride as well as arsenic. These substances 

can be harmful to humans if they are consumed frequently over long periods of time . While this is 15

an issue that is happening all over the world it is most severe in areas like Africa and Asia.  

 

Maintenance and Care of Sanitation Services  

One of the major problems that developing nations run into is being unable to continue to 

develop and strengthen water infrastructure that has been put in place by humanitarian organizations 

or other aid bodies. International organizations and aid will often come into a developing country, 

or into a rural area without proper water infrastructure and set up the facilities that are necessary to 

sanitize the water and make it safe to drink and use . This can include the installation of a well or 16

septic tanks or some other form of sanitation service. The problem with this is that this is where the 

aid ends, and locals do not have the tools or training that is necessary to ensure that these services 

are properly maintained. This results in many services that have been implemented by NGOs or 

other international aid organizations to fall into disrepair, and the infrastructure that was 

implemented to not actually create any long term change . For example, if the well recently 17

implemented becomes contaminated, or the septic tanks break down the locals do not have the 

14 "Ground Water Contamination: Magnificient Ground Water ... - EPA." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/mgwc-gwc1.pdf. 
15 "China and Water - World's Water." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.worldwater.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/ch05.pdf. 
16 "Bringing Clean Drinking Water to India's Villages - World Bank Group." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2016/05/24/bringing-clean-water-india-villages. 
17 "Money 'wasted' on water projects in Africa | Katine | The Guardian." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/katineblog/2009/mar/26/water-projects-wasted-money. 

 

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-08/documents/mgwc-gwc1.pdf
http://www.worldwater.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/ch05.pdf
http://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2016/05/24/bringing-clean-water-india-villages
https://www.theguardian.com/society/katineblog/2009/mar/26/water-projects-wasted-money
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mechanical equipment or knowledge to adequately solve this problem, and two potential outcomes 

will occur. The first is that those living in the village or area with the poorly managed infrastructure 

will revert to their older less efficient ways of obtaining clean drinking water, like travelling long 

distances to obtain the water then boiling it and treating it themselves, or they will use the water that 

has been contaminated and risk the potential of contracting waterborne illnesses such as cholera etc

. Moving forward this committee will need to look to solve some of the problems to ensure that 18

infrastructure that has been put in place in developing regions continues to be functional and that 

those living in the region are equipped with the tools and knowledge to become relatively 

self-sufficient and keep their sanitation services running. This can include developing water 

infrastructure at a more local level, increasing education and training of individuals in rural areas and 

villages to allow them to repair and run the sanitation services, or any other solution that your 

respective country supports.  

 

Accessibility and its relation to Gender Inequality  

Millions of people live in small villages, where infrastructure does not exist to provide them 

with access to clean drinking water. This forces them to travel long distances for dirty water and 

disregard safety in order to survive. Additionally, proper sanitation services do not exist in these 

villages, assuming there are any sanitation services, to begin with . Accessibility of water intersects 19

18 "Guidelines for drinking-water quality - World Health Organization." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/gdwqvol32ed.pdf. 
19 "Strategy 4: Clean Water Infrastructure." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.unesco.org/education/tlsf/mods/theme_a/interact/www.worldgame.org/wwwproject/what04.shtml. 

 

https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/dwq/gdwqvol32ed.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/education/tlsf/mods/theme_a/interact/www.worldgame.org/wwwproject/what04.shtml


Southern Ontario Model United Nations Assembly XLVII 
UN Human Rights Committee: Clean Water and Sanitation 

with other pertinent human rights issues like gender inequality, as it is often mothers and their 

daughters who are tasked with collecting water for the family .  20

 

These women have to travel up to several kilometres one to two times a day to fetch water, a task 

that can take four hours. Even after obtaining this water it is not always completely clean, and after 

collecting the water these women will have to treat it themselves, including boiling it or using any 

number of techniques which could take several more hours . This valuable time throughout the day 21

is being used to obtain a basic human necessity, and women often have to compromise their ability 

20 "Taking action: achieving gender equality and empowering ... - UNDP." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/aplaws/publication/en/publications/poverty-reduction/poverty-website/taking-a
ction-achieving-gender-equality-and-empowering-women/Taking%20Action-%20Achieving%20Gender%20Equality%2
0and%20Empowering%20Women.pdf. 
21 "Gender and water | International Decade for Action 'Water for Life ...." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml. 

 

http://www.undp.org/content/dam/aplaws/publication/en/publications/poverty-reduction/poverty-website/taking-action-achieving-gender-equality-and-empowering-women/Taking%20Action-%20Achieving%20Gender%20Equality%20and%20Empowering%20Women.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/aplaws/publication/en/publications/poverty-reduction/poverty-website/taking-action-achieving-gender-equality-and-empowering-women/Taking%20Action-%20Achieving%20Gender%20Equality%20and%20Empowering%20Women.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/aplaws/publication/en/publications/poverty-reduction/poverty-website/taking-action-achieving-gender-equality-and-empowering-women/Taking%20Action-%20Achieving%20Gender%20Equality%20and%20Empowering%20Women.pdf
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/gender.shtml
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to receive an education in order to collect water . In the current family system within the majority 22

of developing countries families will choose to send the males to school, whereas the females are in 

charge of household jobs, most predominantly collecting water. This results in a disproportionate 

amount of uneducated women and allows gender inequality to persist in these regions. The task of 

collecting water can also be dangerous for women, whether it’s travelling along roads that are not 

paved or kept or even travelling these long distances alone in the dark. This creates an opportunity 

for these women to be assaulted while collecting water, fall and injure themselves, or experience a 

multitude of other problems . It is evident that the task of collecting water is inherently laborious 23

and sometimes dangerous, carrying with it the risk that is uniquely felt in these less developed 

countries.  

 

Case Study: Russia  

While Russia is largely considered to be a developed nation, and ranks second in the world 

for global water resources, possessing the largest reservoir of fresh water out of any country , the 24

quality of water and sanitation services is extremely poor for a well-developed country. While the 

World Bank claims that 96% of Russians have access to basic water services, these services are just 

that, basic. A significant amount of Russian households have access to services that would be 

considered abhorrent in virtually any western developed nation, and this is especially shocking given 

the sheer amount that comparatively Russia has access to. A substantial amount of wastewater is 

22 Ibid  
23 Ibid  
24 World Health Organization, “Russian Federation Holds First World Water Day Conference” World Health 
Organization Regional Office For Europe 
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/environment-and-health/water-and-sanitation/news/news/2018/4/russian
-federation-holds-first-international-world-water-day-congress (April 3, 2018)  

 

http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/environment-and-health/water-and-sanitation/news/news/2018/4/russian-federation-holds-first-international-world-water-day-congress
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/environment-and-health/water-and-sanitation/news/news/2018/4/russian-federation-holds-first-international-world-water-day-congress
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dumped into rivers and other reservoirs without proper treatment. NGOs working to increase the 

quality of water in Russia’s towns and cities claim that while the government has taken some steps to 

create cleaner water and better sanitation services, relatively little incentive still exists. This is because 

it is much easier and cheaper to simply dump waste or pollutants into a river or water reservoir than 

it is to properly dispose of the waste, or switch to cleaner and more sustainable services . This 25

results in a significant decrease in water quality and with much of Russia’s treatment plants and 

services outdated and lacking proper infrastructure Russians are feeling the effects of inadequately 

managed water services, where quality or water is likened more to a developing country rather than a 

developed one. In recent years the government has taken more concrete initiatives, including the 

Federal Act on “industrial waste and consumption”, passed by the Russian Federation government . 26

This act primarily targets the pollution of waste into water sources and how to best reduce said 

pollution.  

 

Current Actions 

While at present clean drinking water is still inaccessible to a significant amount of the global 

populations, there are several different solutions that will help make a difference. The international 

community recognizes the right to access clean water as a human right, and through this 

recognization, this means that countries with inadequate services must work towards solving this 

issue as allowing their population to continue drinking and using inadequate water and water 

services is a human rights violation. Additionally, the United Nations has taken serious initiatives in 

25 "Quality and Wastewater | UN-Water." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/quality-and-wastewater/. 
26 "water industrial waste: Topics by Science.gov." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.science.gov/topicpages/w/water+industrial+waste. 
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order to work towards creating viable solutions, such as listing “Ensuring Availability and 

Sustainable Management of Water and Sanitation For All” as the 6th of 17 of the UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals . There are also multiple NGOs, both affiliated with the United Nations as 27

well as independent of the group, like UN-Water, UNICEF, and World Bank Water, as well as the 

Global Water Foundation which works to create and deliver proper water and sanitation services to 

the neediest communities. The Global Water Foundation’s goals align with those of the Millenium 

Development Goals, and in the past has worked alongside the World Economic Forum . These 28

organizations have proposed multiple solutions to address the issue of clean water, including 

funding foreign water sanitation programs, increasing foreign investment and investment in water 

technology, creating more local water initiatives as well as building more local water infrastructure, 

reducing pollutants and waste that are leaked into water reserves, along with many other viable 

solutions. It will be the goal of this committee to create a course of action and determine which 

potential solutions will have the greatest positive impact on ensuring clean water and proper 

sanitation services for all.  

 

Conclusion 

The importance of clean, accessible water and proper sanitation services cannot be 

overvalued and the United Nations, along with individual countries and NGOs, need to come up 

with a proper solution to provide all people with adequate access to quality drinking water and 

proper sanitation services. While this global issue affects those living in rural communities in 

27 "Goal 6 .:. Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg6. 
28 "Welcome to GlobalWaterFoundation.com -- Together We Can Make A ...." Accessed January 19, 2019. 
https://www.globalwaterfoundation.org/. 
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developing regions the most this is a problem that exists in nearly every country to some extent, 

making this a top priority for global action. Given that water is a human right it is of the utmost 

importance that the UNHRC committee works to find a way to address water inequality and work 

towards creating viable solutions.  

Pertinent Questions  

1. What are some of the biggest obstacles that prevent countries from implementing proper 

water and sanitation infrastructure?  

2. What can the UNHRC do to encourage and promote countries to contribute to 

development related to clean water and proper sanitation?  

3. What can the UNHRC do to assist the NGOs working to solve issues relating to water and 

sanitation?  

4. How should aid be effectively distributed to nations to improve current water situations?  
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