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T

he last decade has seen historic advances in the formal
establishment of the human
right to water and global
agreements on development goals
that target improved access to water
and sanitation. However, clean and
safe water and sanitation and the legal
protections afforded by the expansion
of the human right to water have not
reached billions of the world’s poorest
people and communities. Worldwide,
1.1 billion people—1 out of 6 in the
global population—still have inadequate access to drinking water, and
more than twice as many—2.5 billion
people—have inadequate access to
safe and clean sanitation. Often those
who have access to water may not be
able to afford it.
Globally, access to water is not
smooth and universal, but is textured
and uneven across the spatial and socioeconomic landscape. The map of access
to clean water and sanitation is highly
variegated by region, country, urban/
rural characteristics, gender, age, class,
and ethnicity, leading to a complex sociospatial “waterscape.” The gap in water use is stark: Developed nations use
an average of 400–500 liters a day per
person, while in developing countries
the volume is just 20 liters.1 Worldwide,
1.1 billion people practice open defecation and millions more share inadequate
sanitation facilities.2
The global South—especially SubSaharan Africa and Southeast Asia—
lacks access to clean potable water and
sanitation relative to other world regions. Indigenous communities worldwide also disproportionately lack access to clean water.3 Climate change
projections indicate future challenges
related to water could make our current
problems even worse, as already-vulnerable regions experience drought and
desertification, loss of traditional crops,
and other anticipated impacts.4

Nairobi, Kenya - August 31, 2009: Members of a rural farming community meet to
discuss a sand dam project that will help preserve rain water, allowing year round access
in the event of a drought. Sand dams are community initiatives that prevent water from
disappearing to the ocean during the rainy season, acting like a large sponge to hold the
water for future use.

Often women and children are hit
the hardest. Among children, 1.4 million die each year as a result of diarrhea,
primarily targeting very young children
under 5 years of age.5 Women and girls
are responsible in many parts of the

developing world for collecting water
from distant water sources, and while
this activity plays an important role
in women’s social lives, studies have
shown girls’ educational attainment
is curtailed due to this responsibility.

Do the Math

To calculate your water
footprint and view
water footprints of
countries, check
out the Water
Footprint Network at: http://www.waterfootprint.org
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Footprint_water.png

Take the Quiz

To take National Geographic’s Water Quizzes as
part of their larger Freshwater Initiative, visit http://
environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/
freshwater/freshwater-quizzes/
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Women and girls are also subject to violence due to poorly designed or located
latrines for sanitation purposes.6
In this article, we explore what progress has been made by the international
community to address the inequity and
insecurity of access to water worldwide. We use the term “access” to refer

We chronicle stories of places where
communities working with governments, nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), and development aid have begun to address these challenges and fulfill the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) and human right to water. We
pay particular attention to success sto-
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The global South lacks access
to clean potable water and sanitation
relative to other world regions.
to people’s ability to use water that is
available, affordable, safe, and clean.
Insufficient access results in a condition of water insecurity. Access to
available, safe, and clean sanitation is
also integral to human water security.

ries where greater access to water has
been achieved and challenging projects
and activities that have yielded more
mixed results. We ask: What synergies
exist between the MDGs and the human
right to water? In answering this ques-

tion, we uncover mismatches between
the MDGs and the human right to water
reflecting the uneven contours of water
insecurity across the world. The human
right to water is a potent goal that has
not (yet) been realized in practice, due
to a mismatch in development practices
and international accords and a lack of
capacity in the human right to water to
directly effect change on the ground.
We first outline the MDGs and human
right to water—two significant international arenas of action around water.

The MDGs and the Human
Right to Water
Adopted in 2000 by the United Nations (UN), and joined by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World
Bank, Organization for Economic Co-

Capturing inequalities associated with the human right to water, the designers of this
graphic, Tuduyen Nguyen and Cameron Reynolds-Flatt, received an award in the 2011
Urban Water Design Challenge, sponsored by Circle of Blue and Visualizing.org.
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nongovernmental and development organizations have specifically called attention to a “human right to water”—or
household water for basic needs such
as drinking, cooking, and other domestic needs.12 To better clarify what is
meant by this right, the UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights drafted General Comment 15
(2002), which has been adopted by 155
countries.13
In 2010, the UN took unprecedented
action and affirmed the right to water
and sanitation as a basic human right.
First, in July, the UN General Assembly
declared safe and clean drinking water
and sanitation a human right essential to
the full enjoyment of life and all other
human rights. The resolution itself, the
result of lobbying by many NGOs and
leadership from some key developing
countries,14 was historic—marking the
first formal declaration by the UN General Assembly on water and sanitation.
Then in September, the UN Human
Rights Council affirmed the right, making it equal to all other human rights and
legally binding and enforceable in existing human rights treaties.

Mapping Progress

Indigenous leader at protest in New York City over Belo Monte Dam in Brazil.

operation and Development (OECD),
and the G7 and G20 countries, and representing the joint political commitment
by 189 nations, the MDGs aim to decrease world poverty by half by 2015.7
Target 7C aims to halve the proportion
of world population without sustainable
access to safe drinking water by 2015
and to extend basic sanitation. Since the
MDGs were adopted, developing nations, development banks, NGOs, and
UN agencies, among others, have been
aligning their development priorities
with the goals. Participating countries
have agreed to report back on progress
on the status of country-level efforts to
the UN.8 Critics of the MDG approach
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argue that the MDGs do not address
underlying social and power inequalities that limit the democratic participation of large sectors of the population,
including low-income people, women,
and workers.9
The MDGs, along with a growing
dissatisfaction with many neoliberal
reforms in the water sector, such as
privatization of services, and large dam
projects, have played a key role in the
emergence of the debate on the right to
water.10 The right has been declared at
various international conferences since
the 1970s, and may be implicitly derived from the core human rights treaties of the UN.11 In the past decade,

Mapping progress on resolving
global water insecurity problems is a
bit of a bumpy ride. Just as the global
waterscape is sociospatially uneven,
the range of solutions to address water
insecurity is highly variegated, due to
the multiple scales of management and
governance, types of donor aid and organizations, and specific political and
economic contexts around the world.
Next, we explore what progress has
been made on the MDGs and the human
right to water by examining both broad
trends and case-specific developments.
What Progress Has Been Made on
the MDGs?
Progress around Access to Water and
Sanitation
Most analysts agree that the world is
on track to halve the number of people
living without access to clean drinking
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Progress around access to water and sanitation
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water by 2015. In a 2010 study by the
Overseas Development Institute, access
to safe drinking water improved in 82%
of the countries (92 out of 112) between
1995 and 2008.15 Approximately 87%
of the world’s population uses drinking
water from improved sources—or some
5.7 billion people worldwide who are
now using drinking water from an improved source, an increase of 1.6 billion
since 1990, according to a UNICEF and
WHO report.16
Yet the world is not on track to meet
the MDG sanitation goal. Only 61% of
the world’s population uses improved
sanitation facilities and 2.6 billion people lack them, mostly in Asia. Between
1990 and 2006, the proportion of people
without improved sanitation decreased
by only 8 percentage points.17 Some
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suggest that sanitation is the “most
neglected and off-track” of the MDG
targets.18
Although there has been great progress in Latin America and Eastern and
Southeastern Asia, and some highly
populated countries, like China, India,
Brazil, and Mexico, have achieved some
targets around access to water, progress
has been slower in poorer regions of the
world. Considerable challenges around
access to clean water and sanitation remain for Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, where the average level of access is
at 68%, the lowest among all developing regions.19 Not surprisingly, many of
the improvements in providing safe water and sanitation have occurred in cities, while improvements in rural areas
have lagged.20 Governance strategies

www.environmentmagazine.org

that were regarded as panaceas to resolve issues of water insecurity—such
as integrated watershed management
and local participation—have been
criticized in part because they fail to
pay sufficient attention to the complex
cultural and political contexts in which
water struggles are embedded.21
Innovations in Water Alternatives
Target 7C of the MDGs is to halve
the number of people without access to
water and sanitation by 2015. Improved
access to clean water and safe sanitation intersects with other MDGs, such
as reducing infant and child mortality
rates. But how are people to achieve
these goals? The answers may lie in
new governance strategies, appropriate

environment
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technologies, and soft-path solutions.
Current thinking on water governance
focuses on understanding how water resources are embedded within complex
sociopolitical systems and have cultural
and social, as well as economic, value.
The quality of the water management
context matters.22
Transitions in governance arrangements need the support of strong state
institutions and competent water management agencies.23 Digging deeply
into these systems may reveal potentialities hitherto unexplored, including
visionary community leadership capacity and the potential for innovative
institutional arrangements involving
strange bedfellows—communities with
the state; communities with the private
sector, or with a donor agency—rather
than traditional single-actor governance. While there has been a huge
backlash to the pure privatization initiatives of the 1990s, many believe
the private sector—under enhanced
government regulation and, potentially, hybrid management models—is
likely to remain an important actor in
resolving global water insecurity.24 In
addition to governance innovations,
emerging technologies that are appropriate to their cultural context may be
integral to extending water security. In
some cases where great hopes had been
ascribed to emerging technologies, increased experience has led to a re-evaluation and scaling back of reliance on
them, with a realization that results are
more mixed. Finally, soft-path strategies hold promise for reducing demand
and better management of existing water resources.
A New Frontier in Co-Management?:
Community-Run Water Systems in
Cochabamba
Once the testing ground for neoliberal water policies supported by the
World Bank, Cochabamba, Bolivia today is well known for its community-run
water systems.25 The third largest city in
Bolivia, Cochabamba became famous
in 2000 for initiating street protests over

10	Environment

water privatization and price increases
that became known as the “water war”
when the police violently crushed the
protests, killing a teenager and injuring
dozens. At issue also was opposition
to the new Bolivian Water Law 2029
that gave monopoly rights over water
to a private operator.26 The strength of
the protests ultimately forced the government to cancel its contract with the
Bechtel Corporation.
Since 2004, in the southern zone of
Cochabamba, water has been successfully managed by a host of 120 water
committees operating under the aegis
of the Association of Community Water Systems of the South (ASICA-Sur).

Current thinking
focuses on
understanding
how water resources
are embedded within
complex sociopolitical
systems.
As a result, a new public-community,
or “communitarian,” model of comanagement has emerged, serving
30% of the southern zone’s water users; the remaining 70% buy water from
vendors. As the Americas program reports, “Now that the State has entered
the picture, new debates arise … what
would happen to the community water
systems?”27 By 2009, three big water
projects were being implemented in the
southern zone, two of which were under the control of the municipal government utility, and a third effort under the
co-management model.28 Cochabamba’s co-managed systems in the water
sector represent an exciting frontier in
what Lemos and Agrawal call “hybrid
modes of governance” that establish
new kinds of partnerships across the
state–market–community divide, including co-management, public–private
partnerships, and state–private sector

cooperation.29 These emerging models
may result in more effective provision
of water to people and avoid the pitfalls
associated with single-actor governance
arrangements.
Making Technologies Sustainable
A water pumping system that uses
merry-go-rounds instead of traditional
hand pumps to move the water in African villages sounded too good to be
true—in fact, it was too good to be true.
Initially hailed as a low-cost, culturally
appropriate technology developed by
an entrepreneur for use in South Africa,
900 PlayPumps® International (PPI)
systems had been installed in South Africa (90%), Mozambique, and Zambia
by 2007, with plans for rapid expansion
throughout Sub-Saharan Africa. The
technology won a World Bank award.
But a 2007 UNICEF report pricked a
hole in the belief in PlayPumps® as
a sustainable technology when they
reported that the pumps had frequent
breakdowns with insufficient repair
services, required excessive hours of
children’s play to operate, and were
expensive relative to traditional hand
pumps30. Some media outlets (such
as the PBS program Frontline) and
private foundations (e.g., the Case
Foundation) have had to backpedal on
their initial uncritical enthusiasm for
PlayPumps®.31
On the basis of its findings, UNICEF’s policy shifted to support of PlayPumps® systems only in larger schools
and on new borehole sites rather than
in villages. Used appropriately, PlayPumps® are now having good results—
with one audit by an NGO that installs
PlayPumps® only at schools reporting
that 96% of its sites were working well
and providing water for school use and
irrigation for growing vegetables.32 The
PlayPumps® narrative illustrates the
need to tweak emerging technologies
and refine them for use in the most appropriate contexts, rather than hail them
as a one-size-fits-all solution based on
slick marketing. Today, as the implementing NGO for PlayPumps®, Water
for People now offers PlayPumps® as
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Once the testing ground for neoliberal water policies supported by the World Bank, Cochabamba, Bolivia, today is well known for its
community-run water systems.

one choice among many in the portfolio
of choices it offers to communities.
At the same time, the advance of
this technology under the auspices of a
nongovernmental aid organization—as
well as the Cochabamba case already
described—both point to the unevenness of government-provided solutions
to water insecurity. In poor areas of Cochabamba, marginalized neighborhoods
have gone decades off the municipal
water grid, and much of the city continues without access to water today. In
rural areas of Mozambique and Zambia,
the state is abrogating its role as provider of water services, leaving a breach
that the nongovernmental sector has
stepped in to fill. The development of
new modes of providing water services
does not mean the state can rightfully

March/april 2012

step back from the mandate to provide
such services to its citizens.
Soft-Path Solutions
Soft-path solutions have been advocated by the Pacific Institute33 and
others as a means of avoiding expensive technological fixes, such as new
infrastructure, while improving water
efficiency and equity. The core of the
soft-path philosophy is that utilities
should focus on meeting water users’
needs, rather than on just supplying water. Soft-path solutions promote the use
of various types of water—including
storm runoff, treated effluent, and gray
water—for appropriate kinds of needs.
Ecological health should be factored
into water planning, and water suppli-
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ers need to work closely with users and
community groups to ensure needs are
being met.
Making water service meet human
and ecosystem needs creates more efficient use of water. For example,
soft-path strategies include a range of
water-saving technologies for irrigated
agriculture, such as micro-sprinklers
and drip-irrigation, and in households,
low-flow toilets and rainwater harvesting systems.
What Progress Has Been Made on
the Human Right to Water?
The right to water, according to General Comment 15, implies various obligations on the part of governments,
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A farm labourer manually sprays water onto a crop of garlic using a primitive wicker
water scoop. Chiang Dao, Thailand, on November 20, 2011.

including the obligation to respect,
protect, and fulfill the right.34 This includes positive requirements, such as
obligations for governments to promote
and provide water, as well as negative
requirements that suggest protection
against interference.35 Efforts have been
underway to bring national laws into
line with the General Comment 15 in
many parts of the world. Several European, African, and south Asian governments have explicitly recognized a
human right to water through national
legislation and in their constitutions.36
Under pressure from activists for constitutional reform, Uruguay has gone
the furthest to establish the state as the
sole responsible and accountable water manager in the country, precluding
private-sector participation in the Uruguayan water sector.37 Recently, Mexico
advanced a constitutional amendment,
guaranteeing to its citizens the rights to
clean and sufficient water and the right
to a clean environment.38 In some parts
of the world, including South Africa and
India, we are beginning to understand
what the human right to water looks like
in practice as judicial enforcement of
the right unfolds at the national level.39

12	Environment

Water Service Protests and Litigation in South Africa
South Africa represents one of the
earliest countries to explicitly recognize
the human right to water in their Constitution as well as groundbreaking postapartheid water legislation introduced
in 1997 and 1998.40 Recently, in 2009,
with Mazibuko v. City of Johannesburg,
South Africa’s highest court ruled on
the right to water in the country’s first
test case on the right. The case involved
the legality of Operation Gcin’amanzi, a
2003 project in Phiri, one of the poorest
suburbs of Soweto outside Johannesburg, to address water losses and nonpayments by installing prepaid meters
to charge consumers in excess of the 6
kilolitres per household monthly free
basic water allowance.41 Five women
of Phiri suburb argued for their right to
a larger supply of free municipal water
and for abolishing the installed prepayment meter system, which represented
not only a threat to both dignity and
health, but also a risk to life.42 The case
centered on Section 27 of South Africa’s post-apartheid constitution, which
articulated a right to access sufficient

water, as an attempt to address historic
inequalities and a vast lack of access to
water.43 In its ruling, the Court held that
Section 27 of the country’s constitution
did not guarantee a minimum level of
basic water supply per person, but that
the human right to water places an obligation on the government to take reasonable and other legislative measures
to seek the progressive realization of the
right, or to “work towards universal and
adequate service.”44
In the aftermath of the Mazibuko ruling, the City of Cape Town initiated a
campaign to introduce water management devices—meters programmed to
dispense a daily, pre-agreed amount of
water—in townships, in an effort to reduce perceived household water wastage.45 Grassroots organizations and
labor unions have united in opposition
of the meters.46 This social mobilization
bears striking similarity to the mobilization that occurred in the Mazibuko
case, where the Coalition against Water
Privatisation, a collection of community organizations struggling against
the negative effects of privatization
practices on the poor, joined with both
international and local human rights
NGOs, represented by the international
NGO Centre on Housing Rights and
Evictions along with the Centre for Applied Legal Studies at the University of
Witwatersrand. Jackie Dugard, human
rights activist and Executive Director of
the Socio-Economic Rights Institute of
Social Africa, argues that public interest litigation, as one tactic in the broader
social movement in South Africa, has
played a positive social role by helping to influence public perception and
destabilize power relations.47 Such efforts operate in parallel with the work of
other local and regional NGOs working
with communities at the local level to
support the delivery of water services in
rural and peri-urban areas through community management and communitybased water services.48
Despite the right to water in the case
of South Africa’s Constitution, largescale disconnections and inequities in
distribution still exist—and fail to be
picked up by the MDG indicators.49 Mu-
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India and the Battle with Coca-Cola
In the absence of a human right to
water guaranteed in the national constitution, states can derive the human
right to water from other constitutional
provisions. Argentina, for example, derives the right to water from the right
to a healthy environment.54 Although
India’s Constitution does not directly
recognize the right to water, its judiciary has broadly interpreted Article 21
of the Constitution, which recognizes
the right to life, to include the right to
safe and sufficient water. Public-interest
litigation has served as a catalyst for the
courts in India to develop extensive jurisprudence around the right to water,
resulting in a broad set and diversity of
judicial opinions associated with a right
over the past few decades.55
In recent years, controversies and
legal rulings around Coca-Cola’s bottling plant in Plachimada, in the state of
Kerala in southern India, have attracted
international attention. The plant has
been shut down since 2004 as a result of
a community-led campaign, characterized by round-the-clock vigils outside
the factory gates, in protest of groundwater depletion and pollution as a result
of the plant’s operations. Farmers near
the plant complained that the local water table dropped drastically due to the
plant and that toxic chemicals seeped
into their soil, making it infertile.
Women in local villages complained
of long journeys to fetch water.56 After
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the village council revoked Coca-Cola’s
license as a result of these problems, a
series of legal battles and judicial rulings ensued.57
In 2011, the state legislature of
Kerala set up a claims tribunal where
people who claim they were hurt by
Coca-Cola bottling operations can seek

A human right to water
places an obligation on
the government.
compensation from the company.58 The
plant is accused of environmental contamination, soil degradation, and water
contamination due to overextraction of
groundwater leading to drinking-water
scarcity and decline in agriculture due
to disposal of sludge, which is said to
have affected the health of people, causing skin ailments and breathing problems.59 The local community organization, the Plachimada Struggle Solidarity
Committee, which brings together environmental and social activists, continues to press to recover compensation
from Coca-Cola and prosecution for

environmental contamination and pollution.60 Controversies and community
protests are erupting in other parts of India where Coca-Cola bottling plants remain active. A poignant lesson from the
Coca-Cola case in India is the power of
the local community to work in tandem
with the local government to challenge
corporate and national governmental
practices.61
Yet controversies like this highlight
the larger struggles that farmers face
today in India over depleting water resources and increased demand from
rapidly growing cities. Tom Palakudiyil
of Water Aid, an international NGO
working on access to clean water and
sanitation, describes it this way: “What
we have seen happening with CocaCola has been happening all over the
country, largely between the well-to-do
and the not-so-well-to-do. The richer
side is able to acquire powerful pumps
and extract more and more water with
no limits. In the case of big corporations like Coca-Cola, or other big industries that have a lot of power over
the local government, they are able to
get their pipelines to bypass the villages
altogether.”62

Amit Srivastava/India Resource Center
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nicipal service delivery protests have
been commonplace in recent years, with
growing violence and citizen discontent
with water and sanitation services.50 Although access has expanded in South
Africa over the past decade,51 those
living in informal settlements have to
wait more than a decade before they can
have an adequate amount of water, owing to the long waiting lists for upgraded
housing.52 According to Larry Swatuk, a
long-time scholar of South African water politics, “Despite the great strides
made in revising South Africa’s water
laws and policies, implementation that
is true to these ideals is proving more
difficult.”53

This protest site in Plachimada in the state of Kerala in India was established in 2001. The
Coca-Cola plant was shut down in 2004 as a result of community opposition, although the
protest site still exists today.
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Overcoming Barriers and
Moving Forward
In exploring progress around the
MDGs and the human right to water, we
uncover how innovations in addressing water problems create space for
hope that emerging governance models,
“soft-path” strategies, and alternative
technologies will yield better future solutions. In addressing the specific contours of the global “waterscape,” we
find a mismatch between legal codes
that formalize the human right to water
and actual development practices on the
ground. Ultimately, we discover that the
landscape of global access to clean and
affordable water and sanitation is improving, yet textured and uneven.
Fiscal and Political Barriers
In part, this textured and uneven
landscape is the result of fiscal constraints. Internationally, donor aid
around the MDGs has fallen short of
actual pledges, in part as a result of the
international financial crises of recent
years.63 In some communities around
the world, particularly in South Africa,
decreases in financial and technical support from national governments have
hindered implementation at the local
level despite a strong national commitment and constitutional right to water
there.64
Some suggest that it is not a lack of
resources, but rather a lack of political will that explains uneven progress.
Pedro Arrojo, a leading activist around
the ethics of water use and a Goldman
Environmental Prize recipient, argues
that providing water for people’s basic needs is within reach of every national economy.65 Water scholars such
as Helen Ingram and Erik Swyngedouw
argue that patterns of global water access are intricately linked to political
power within and between regions.66
Although governance innovations like
integrated watershed management have
been tried over the last two decades, Ingram argues they have been unable to
resolve intransigent inequities in water
accessibility. The political willingness
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to address development disparities must
fundamentally shift for progress to be
made.
Next Steps Forward
Given the trends and barriers we uncover in this research, we highlight two
important steps in the path forward to
addressing water insecurity across the
world. First, we call attention to the
need for greater synergies between the
MDGs and the human right to water.
Our research suggests how legal and
constitutional frameworks are debated
and played out on an international stage
(e.g., UN) or national stage (e.g., South
Africa’s Constitution), while development projects are implemented at very
local levels (e.g., village, community),
as the co-management and water technology examples illustrate. Legal and
constitutional changes speak to international lawyers, senators, and nationallevel delegates, while changes in development practice speak to local communities and nonprofit organizations. Like
ships passing in the night, these two
discourses do not relate sufficiently to
one another and are not integrated with
one another in national development
plans.67
Second, the human right to water
lacks certain critical capacities. For example, a constitutional amendment proclaiming a human right to water does
not fit well with the messy struggles
of ensuring access to water and sanitation on the ground. The human right
to water is ill-equipped to resolve conflicts among competing users of water
resources or to sort out power differentials in society that characterize water
insecurity. The human right to water
has a universal reach within the society
that recognizes it in principle, but not in
practice; the society is not able to flatten out the uneven waterscape that often
provisions urban areas disproportionately over rural areas, or industrial users
over neighborhoods. For example, in
Uruguay, where there has been considerable constitutional reform around the
right to water, Carlos Santos, a leading
activist summarizes the progress this

way: “If the official figures confirm that
potable water service to households has
been maintained and increased—demonstrating that public water service is
not worse than potentially privatized
service—there nevertheless remain
people without access to potable water,
including where the state-run water utility (OSE) provides service, for example, in the poorest zones of Montevideo.
On the other hand, if we understand the
reform as a rejection of profit-making
in potable water and sanitation service,
then the reform has been positive.”68
Reports on countries’ progress toward the MDGs seldom mention the
human rights framework, even when a
given country had such protections in its
constitution. We suggest that the linkages between these two spheres need to
be more explicit and intentional, so that
development practice is stretched to uphold the lofty goals of providing clean
water and sanitation for all citizens,
while international and national human
rights officials are challenged by grassroots organizations to strengthen and
enforce legal protections. Integrating
human rights into an MDG project has
the potential to improve access to water
and sanitation and minimize inequities.
The human right to water can renew efforts for states to address and provide
basic water needs of their people, and
help prioritize financial investments.69
Human rights monitoring institutions
add an important accountability element to help identify discrimination
or exclusion. Peter Gleick, president
of the Pacific Institute and long-time
advocate of a human right to water,
states: “I’m not naive enough to think
that simply declaring the human right
to water means we’ll solve all of our
water problems quickly. But it is a tool,
it is a weapon to use to meet basic human needs for water, to help meet water
challenges. And I think it is a step in the
right direction.”70
Despite these larger constraints,
there is some indication that a few countries are pursuing MDG-plus frameworks where they better integrate human rights concerns into MDG targets.
For example, Thailand has begun to in-
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clude targets for disadvantaged regions
of the country in its MDG reporting. In
Kenya, each region must now improve
access to water and sanitation by 10%
each year. However, countries like this
reporting around human rights through
MDG monitoring are isolated cases.71
Improved data collection and reporting
around MDGs is a necessary step, including disaggregation by income and
gender to more effectively detect discrimination, and issues of affordability
and water quality. The poorest and most
marginalized people, including indigenous and minority groups, are often
not captured in official statistics that
emphasize “households” as opposed to
individual access.72
Returning to our image of the
world’s waterscape as uneven and diverse, we suggest, based on these findings on the MDGs and the human right
to water, that creating more equitable
global water access will require equally
diverse and context-specific solutions.
While water planners and development
agencies may yearn for universal solutions, most experts focus on the need to
develop context-specific and appropriately targeted water management solutions that recognize specificity of place
and culture and meaningfully engage
local communities in resolving these
issues.73 We need a more flexible and
responsive set of strategies and institutions overall, and a willingness to refine technologies and apply them only
where they can be effective. Water policy scholar Helen Ingram argues, “The
problem with all of the reforms … is
not so much what they propose … but
what they leave out.”74
The range of solutions may involve
hard infrastructure in some cases, but
we need to develop more capacity and
options based on soft-path strategies.
While some private-sector participation
is likely, it will need to be implemented
under effective regulation and equitable
principles, to avoid the mistakes of the
past. Unfortunately, many developing
countries lack strong institutional and
regulatory capacity. Demand management—water conservation, reuse, and
harvesting—will become increasingly
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important, especially in water-scarce
areas. Soft-path solutions require the
participation of local communities and
water users to figure out strategies that
work within their culture and society.
Given the choppy nature of the global
waterscape, we will need a range of
flexible and targeted solutions to realize water as a human right in the 21st
century.
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