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Introduction 

The Rural Water Supply Network (RWSN) Equity and Inclusion group ran a three week e-discussion (via email) on the hu-

man right to water in April/May 2012 (hosted on http://dgroups.org/RWSN/equity). Over 250 members were invited to 

share their hopes, fears, questions and suggestions about how the human right to water affects the finance, planning and 

implementation of rural water supply projects. It was an interesting discussion and formed the basis for a letter with six 

questions to Catarina de Albuquerque, the first UN Special Rapporteur on the human right to safe drinking water and san-

itation. She responded to the letter in a World Bank-RWSN webinar in June 2012, and answered further questions from 

participants. This edited transcript of the webinar is intended to enable rural water supply professionals and practitioners 

to understand more about what the human right to water means in practice.  

Louisa: I want to start with a quote from Yacouba Kaigama, from SNV in the Democratic Republic of Congo: 

“The human right to water does not result in immediate access. This is a lengthy process. All the 

rights which we are currently used to, such as holiday pay, women’s work, minimum wage, and even 

simply to live were the subject of bitter labour negotiations, and sometimes difficult social and political 

struggles. At first they seemed like a utopia. Many were sceptical of their feasibility, and yet some of 

these rights have become a reality, even in poor countries.“ In the words of Oumar Samake, from Ma-

li: “The human right to water is an extra tool of legal, analytical, political and promotional na-

ture, rather than a replacement approach. It provides an opportunity to ‘democratise the debate’.” 

 So far, the guidance on the right to water, and most of what has been written and spoken about on the 

right to water, seems to have focused on government policies and laws, and on the role of citizens in 

claiming their rights. The grey area which we would like this discussion to address is how [the human 

right to water] applies to those directly responsible for implementation and the sustainability of services.  

 The first question is: What are the rights and the responsibilities of citizens with respect to 

the human right to safe drinking water? 

Catarina: The rights to water and sanitation provide legal standards. They have to be achieved progressively, 

which means that States have to take the legal steps. They have to have a plan, in order to achieve 

water and sanitation for all, without discrimination. The component of non-discrimination is very im-

portant, because it tells us that we have to target the poor. We have to target the most vulnerable, 

those who have been forgotten, and those who didn’t manage to get access up until now.  

 The human right standard can be explained in terms of five essential components: availability, 

quality, acceptability, accessibility, and affordability [referred to as the normative standards].  

When it comes to availability, the human right 

standard says that ‘people have the right to get an 

amount of water, and a number of sanitation facilities 

that is sufficient for personal and domestic uses’. This 

does not cover the water for the swimming pool nor 

the water for the golf course. It covers drinking, cook-

ing, and personal hygiene.  

When it comes to quality, water has to be safe to 

drink, to use for cleansing, for handwashing. Sanita-

tion facilities must be hygienically and technically safe 

to use. Human excreta has to be separated from hu-

man contact, animal contact, insect contact, etc. 

Acceptability comes a little bit more into play when 

we talk about sanitation. Meaning that the facilities 

have to be culturally acceptable and ensure privacy, 

and the dimension of dignity is also addressed under 

acceptability.  

Figure 1.  Women washing clothes in unsafe water in a creek in 

Jaytoken. The community draw their drinking water from the same 

creek just a little further upstream, River Gee County, Liberia 



 

3 

Field Note No 2013-2 

 Accessibility means that water and sanitation have to be available to everyone within the household, 

or in its vicinity. It also means that water and sanitation should be available in all spheres of the per-

son’s life. Let’s think beyond the household and also try to capture schools, workplaces, etc. These all 

form the human rights to water and sanitation. 

 Finally, affordability means that people cannot be forced to make what I call impossible choices, 

meaning that people should not be forced to choose between paying the water bill or the pharmacy 

bill or the food bill. Water has to have a reasonable price, which is not the same as to say that it 

should be there for free.  

 The state has obligations. People like all of us have duties not to harm other people’s rights. People 

are also encouraged and should participate to make sure the solutions that are found are closer to 

their needs. Obviously, water users and water providers have to incorporate human rights in their 

water supply management, to ensure access to all. In the question there was a reference to the rights 

of citizens. I would like to say that human rights are not just for citizens, but for everyone, including 

for people who have no citizenship, for migrants, for refugees. 

Kerstin: Can you explain the importance of embedding the human right to water in national legisla-

tion? What can be done in countries where there is not an enabling environment for human 

rights? 

Catarina: States are legally obliged to domesticate their international obligations – in national laws, policies, 

programmes, plans of action – including the right to water in national constitutions, or ordinary laws 

ensuring more stability. Because WASH [water, sanitation and hygiene] then becomes hard law, and 

not only a good intention that can come and go according to political will and to changes in govern-

ment. It also makes sure, by being in the law, that governments, providers, and other stakeholders are 

legally bound to make sure that this right becomes a reality. If it is a legal obligation, in cases of [vio-

lation] there are obviously consequences. There is the issue of stability in terms of political changes in 

a country. Also, people know this is the law and that they can hold their government accountable 

where they are not complying with their obligations. 

 Regarding the second question, it’s not an easy, nor a straightforward answer. I see that water and 

sanitation can open doors for enforcing human rights: the human rights of water and sanitation; but 

also other human rights. In that context the lack of enabling environment can change, I think, with 

support from the international community, which is a very vague concept. I think UNICEF, other 

UN offices, and the World Bank Group, for example, can bring certain issues to the table, [such as] 

promoting participation of women… I think it’s very important to start changing the atmosphere in the 

country. Obviously, national NGOs have a very crucial role to play.  

Louisa: Our third question is: How can rights make a difference when it comes to implementation? 

This means to the financial resources as well as management and technical capacity needed 

to achieve sustainable water and sanitation for all. 

Catarina: Human rights set an obligation of progressive realisation. The international treaty, the Covenant on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, sets this obligation of progressive realisation. [It] also determines 

that countries are obliged to use the maximum of their available resources. If we are talking 

about [a] developing country this means resources available from a national level, but also resources 

coming from international cooperation. 

 Of course, this is easy to say. It’s more difficult to implement; water and sanitation are not the only 

human rights that states have to realise. There will be competing demands at the national level be-

tween water, sanitation, education, health, etc. It’s up to the government to make sure that there are 

no rights that are neglected, to decide on priorities, on how to prioritise the allocation of re-

sources. 
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Also, very importantly, developing states are under an 

obligation to seek international cooperation and 

assistance if the national resources that they have 

available are not enough to progressively realise the 

right to water and sanitation. 

Human rights determine that we have to prioritise 

those who are un-served and under-served. This is 

a significant difference between the human rights 

approach, and the approach which is defined in the 

framework of the ‘Millennium Development Goals’. 

When I talked about the obligation of progressive 

realisation, the flipside to this obligation is a prohibi-

tion of retrogressive measures: the vision of human 

rights is that States will constantly take steps to 

achieve higher rates of coverage – bigger numbers of 

people who will get access to safe drinking water and 

sanitation. In principle, any step backwards is to be seen as a violation of human rights. Of course, 

there can be circumstances in which this retrogressive step can be justified. I will give you an example. 

In the case of natural disasters here will be a retrogressive step, and this is justified. In case of a finan-

cial crisis, where a country has [fewer] resources available, this can be justified. It would be then im-

portant to look at the state budget, and see how the government, in their particularly difficult situa-

tion, is still prioritising human rights. Where is the money going to? That’s also something interesting 

to do. 

 When we look at implementation it’s crucial to look at the sector holistically, and to understand the 

need for training to sustain progress, for example, by focusing on increasing technical capacity. One 

crucial element is maintenance, in order for countries not to take retrogressive steps, and for states 

not to be possibly violating the human rights to water and sanitation. 

Kerstin: Could you tell more about existing and new mechanisms for accountability, with respect to 

the progressive realisation of the human right to water? 

Catarina: When it comes to accountability, I think it’s important to say that human rights accepts – and I 

think we would encourage – different ways of implementing the human rights to water and 

sanitation. There is no one-size-fits-all solution when it comes to the realisation of this right. There 

are many different ways to get there. At the Marseille World Water Forum I launched a book, 

[http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/WaterAndSanitation/SRWater/Pages/GoodPractices.aspx], which is a 

compilation of good practices in the realisation of the human right to water and sanitation. I think this 

compilation shows the diversity of ways to implement this human right and to make sure that we get 

there. I would say that “The sky is the limit,” and “Good imagination is an asset.” 

 Next to accountability, let me distinguish different levels. For example, at the international level you 

can bring complaints to me, to my mandate (srwatsan@ohchr.org). I receive complaints from alleged 

victims of violations of the rights to water and sanitation, number one. Number two, I also undertake 

three fact-finding missions per year. I go on a mission at the invitation of the government. This is very 

important to say: I cannot choose any country I want. I express an interest to go to a certain country, 

and then the receptive government might or might not invite me. When I go to a certain country I 

meet with the government to listen to the official story and the official information regarding the 

measures they are taking to make sure that these rights become a reality.  

 Then I also meet with NGOs. Very often I receive lots of complaints. There are also UN Treaty moni-

toring bodies that can also receive complaints. I will not go into great lengths on these issues. Then 

closer to people, you have the national accountability mechanisms. For example, does your coun-

try have a national independent regulator for water and sanitation? Does your country have an inde-

pendent national human rights institution? These would be the entities for you to present complaints 

Figure 2.  Kaynata Kussia, head of the women’s committee, chairing a 

meeting, Borkora, Konso, Ethiopia, 2012 
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to in cases of alleged violations of the rights. You can also go to courts, but we know that going to 

court costs money and time. Of course you can also, and should also, bring complaints to your ser-

vice providers. I think that it is very important to complain in the human rights framework because the 

rights to water and sanitation are binding. Bringing this concept of the human rights before a national 

regulator or a national independent human rights institution can be very powerful for you to claim 

your rights, and for adjudication on these rights. 

 The normative standards that I mentioned provide a common accountability framework, which 

can be used at different levels: the international level, the national level, the local level. It is also im-

portant for NGOs to support and inform poor people, helping them to hold providers and govern-

ment to account. 

Louisa: We’ve talked about governments and civil society, and people. The fifth question is: What are 

the rights and responsibilities of the private sector within the human right to water? 

Catarina: I think there is a common misunderstanding when we’re talking about the rights to water and sani-

tation. (Maybe it also happens to other rights, but I think it’s exceptionally extreme when we talk es-

pecially about the right to water). [The misunderstanding is] that if water is to be considered a hu-

man right then the private sector cannot participate, [and] water has to be for free. [I mentioned 

earlier that water does not have to be provided free, but] it has to be affordable. Regarding the form 

of service provision human rights are agnostic. I always give the example of other human rights such 

as the right to food. And I always say that, ‘When people go to the supermarket or to a restaurant 

they have to pay the bill.’ The important thing is that, no matter [which] form of service provision is 

chosen in a certain country, the component elements of the human rights to water and sanitation are 

complied with and respected. 

  The private sector has responsibilities. The normative content of the human right has to be applied. 

They have to respect the principle of non-discrimination; they have an obligation to do no harm. Due 

diligence also applies to the private sector. The main obligation stays with the government to regulate 

the sector and establish certain rules, certain principles that will apply also to the private sector. 

 If the private sector wants to do business, and if this is not contrary to the national legislation, the na-

tional constitution, etc., then the government has to ensure, for example, that poor people are not 

excluded, that water is of quality, that there is a maximum price that can be charged to people, to 

make sure that the services function, whoever delivers them.  

 I believe (and I’ve seen this in certain countries in the world) that there are smart ways to make sure 

that the system is economically attractive and, simultaneously, that the tariffs are affordable. Obvious-

ly the financial sustainability of the system should not be at the expense of the human right principle 

of affordability. States and donors have an obligation to support the most excluded. If the 

government reaches the conclusion that the provision of water, by the private or the public sector, is 

not affordable to a part of the population, then the government has to adopt measures to subsidise 

the water, to help certain channels, to make sure that nobody is excluded just because he/she does 

not have the necessary financial means.  

Kerstin: Let me go on to question six: What does the human right to water actually mean in terms of 

quantity of water, the quality and sustainability? What’s the time frame to realise this right? 

Catarina: Human rights do not set a certain quantity of water or [type of] sanitation for every single person. 

What is important is that the quantity of water available is enough for people to be able to 

drink, to cook, and for their personal and domestic hygiene. Of course, this can be different in 

different contexts, for different people. A woman who is menstruating has a different need of water 

than another person. You might need more water in a warm country than in a cold country. This will 

change from place to place, from region to region, from person to person. What is important is that 

the water in question is enough for people to drink, to cook, and for personal hygiene.  
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When it comes to quality this is obviously a crucial 

criterion, which is not currently in the proxy indicators 

for the MDG targets. It is important to say that ‘hu-

man rights focus on quality’. This is one of my many 

expectations for the ‘post-2015 development agenda’. 

When it comes to sustainability, there is an obliga-

tion of progressive realisation and, as I said, any 

retrogressive steps without justification are in principle 

a violation of the human right.  

Regarding the time frame, this will depend from 

country to country. Of course, a country where 50% 

of the population does not have access to water will 

need more time to get there. A country where there 

are only 1,000 people without access needs less time. 

What is important is that the countries set a national 

strategy to get there, and proceed to take targeted 

steps, with the help of international cooperation when 

necessary. What is important is to set the priorities 

right. To start with the minimum core obligations, 

start by giving a minimum level of access to those who still don’t have access, who are not served, 

under-served. A minimum access to everyone, before you move forward and you reach the low-

hanging fruit. 

Kerstin: OK, Catarina, we have a question for you from Marc Dettman, around data. He asks: How can 

we collect data to measure discrimination at household level – for example, to capture intra-

household gender discrimination? 

Catarina: There is work being undertaken to see how we can improve the measurement and monitoring of 

water and sanitation after 2015. When the world comes together and agrees on a the new Devel-

opment Agenda for after 2015 we want to be ready to monitor whatever is decided upon. Four work-

ing groups have been established to look at monitoring for water, sanitation and hygiene. The fourth 

working group, which I’m happy to chair, is on equity and non-discrimination.  

 What the working group is doing is deciding on trials, to see how we can manage to get data on dis-

crimination, or to measure discrimination at the household level. We have not yet come to a final 

agreement, but what we thought about was, for example, to target questions only at women. We had 

a set of questions for men, but also a set of questions just for women, addressing the issue of actual 

use and not just availability, for example, of sanitation in the house. We addressed questions relating 

to menstrual hygiene management because we think this can also possibly be a proxy indicator of 

wider discrimination.  

 We were also thinking about looking at school water, and sanitation outside the house. Is it available 

in school? If not, what can it tell us about wider patterns of discrimination in schools? 

Sean: The next set of questions is around motivating governments. Modibo Dembele asks: 

 Why are so many national governments frequently violating [people’s] rights? Fatoumata 

adds: How can we motivate political will for the rights to safe drinking water and sanitation? 

How we can encourage developing countries to respect the rights to life and health. What 

kind of incentive is vital? 

Catarina: Why do governments violate [people’s] right[s]? I think that there are people who are invisible in 

countries, and who are seen as less important than others, and who are not a priority for politicians. 

That’s why politicians do not focus their budget allocations, their political priorities on these people; 

Figure 3.  Pupils, Dahery, Tiana, and their friends at school in 

Manaotaonkafa, commune Andranomafana, Betafo district, 

Vakinankaratra region, Madagascar, 2013 
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people who are living in the most rural areas, people who are living in slums, people who don’t count, 

people who belong to groups, to minorities who are stigmatised. 

 My next report to the Human Rights Council is about people who are stigmatised. Governments don’t 

care about [them], like the Roma, like the homeless, like the slum dwellers, etc. It’s not a political pri-

ority (Albuquerque 2012b). 

 I think how we can motivate political will for the right to water and sanitation is by talking about it, 

and writing about it, and explaining to governments that this is not an option; it’s an obligation. 

Making sure that we hold them accountable, making sure that they know what they have committed 

to when supporting the resolution by the General Assembly that recognised water and sanitation as 

human rights. This means it’s binding, you have to do it now otherwise there will be consequences. 

Show them the consequences, present complaints, at the national level, but also at the international 

level. I think it’s important for people and also governments to understand that investing in water and 

sanitation is actually a smart choice. It’s a smart investment; they will gain a lot by doing it. They 

would save money, they would save lives. 

 I think that a lot comes by incentivising, by doing some awareness-raising among politicians. For 

example, I was at the high level meeting for Sanitation and Water for All. I was so impressed by the 

fact that so many finance ministers, so many sector ministers, the Deputy, the future Deputy Secretary 

General of the UN, were all there, talking about what they want to do to implement the right to water 

and sanitation. There is commitment in the outcome document, regarding this human right. It’s a 

long walk. But we have to continue it. Maybe the steps are small; maybe you are unsatisfied at the 

small steps. I’m sure we are impatient. I think this is the only way to go, to continue doing this. 

Kerstin: Let me go on to the next question. Mususie Tezazu asks: How can NGOs advocate for human 

rights, like the right to safe water, in countries where human rights are considered the sole 

responsibility of states? Waheed poses a different question, in relation to NGOs. It’s about 

fraudulent and corrupt practices affecting the rights of ordinary people. Earlier on he’d asked 

about fraudulent NGOs also, and what can be done. Then Marc Dettman comes back to the 

point about states having obligations: People have duties and where do the private sector 

and NGOs fall? 

Catarina: Thank you, Kerstin. On the first question, how can NGOs advocate for human rights, like the right 

to water in countries where human right issues are considered the main responsibility of government. 

I think what NGOs should do is show governments, “You have this responsibility, this legal obliga-

tion, do you manage to fulfil it or not?” Maybe you can identify areas where the government is not 

able to do everything. You can suggest to a government, “You cannot do it by yourself. Would you 

like our help? Would you accept our help to do it?” Sometimes I think it would be good to just explain 

what you mean. We want to make sure that everyone gets access to water and sanitation. I know that 

sometimes when you talk about human rights from the outset people get afraid, but why don’t you 

say, “Let’s help. We want to help you help people get access to water and sanitation.” 

 Regarding the second question, of course corruption affects the rights to water and sanitation. Be-

cause… these governments have to use their available resources to the maximum. They will not be 

able to use them to the maximum if a part of that money is being used in corrupt or fraudulent prac-

tices. That’s why transparency is such an important issue for government and addressing corruption, 

too. In every instance where I addressed the General Assembly, where I talked about [silence in the 

sector] I addressed these issues. Also, in the book on good practices (De Albuquerque 2012) on my 

website I give examples of ensuring budget transparency, budget monitoring, to make sure that cor-

ruption is fought against. 

 Finally, the private sector, as I said, has responsibilities in relation to rights. It has responsibilities for 

making sure that the rights to water and sanitation are available. Also, to ensure a certain due dili-

gence, to start taking a certain initiative, to assess whether what they are agreeing to might violate the 

human rights to water and sanitation. It’s not duties, it’s not obligation; it is called responsibilities.  
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Sean: The next two questions are related to maintenance: Does this mean that the governments 

have an obligation to maintain, or is the obligation with the users? In the case of govern-

ments, where they have to spend excessive amounts on maintenance and subsidising opera-

tions this money in national budgets is not available to provide access to the un-served. Stef 

Smits asks: Do you see a trade-off between the progressive covering of the un-served and 

avoiding retrogression of service? Would avoiding retrogression mean avoiding investing in 

maintaining existing services of the served? Would that go at the expense of the un-served? 

In a nutshell, how do you balance maintaining your existing systems against extending to the 

people who don’t have services at the moment? 

Catarina: I think that we cannot look at the human right to water and think that it’s an obligation for every sin-

gle state to bring water to every single person in the country. That’s not what we need. What the hu-

man right says is that ‘a government has to create an enabling environment in which people can 

exercise that right’. It means that when someone does not have the means to exercise this right by 

him/herself, for reasons beyond his/her control, because he/she is sick or lost their job, etc. In the ma-

jority of cases – we know that these are the majority of cases – the government just has to create this 

enabling environment. It is up to us to contribute to the realisation of this right by paying our water 

bill, by paying the connection, by supporting the maintenance of the system. 

 How should things look? The system should receive financial contributions from those who can 

pay that enable the infrastructure to be maintained. Also, to subsidise and help to ensure the access 

to water and sanitation for those who do not have means. Of course, we know that in certain coun-

tries this is difficult, because we don’t have enough people with resources to contribute to the sector. 

 That’s where I think that it is fundamental to think also about the budget as a whole. How is the 

budget being divided and how does it prioritise human rights and the right to water? Is the govern-

ment resorting to international assistance and cooperation? Because resorting to international assis-

tance and cooperation can ensure that we cover everyone and that we avoid retrogression.  

Kerstin: The next questions are about sanitation. Nick Chudeau from Kenya: Discussions around the 

human right to sanitation often focus on public and private infrastructure solutions… what 

role do you think an environmental approach to the global sanitation situation could play? 

Jean Allain Darius asks: What should be the responsibility of government about access to the 

basic sanitation in rural areas? 

Catarina: The responsibility of government lies with access to sanitation. Don’t say ‘basic sanitation’, let’s say 

‘sanitation’, because the human right to sanitation is more than basic sanitation. For the government 

to ensure access to sanitation in rural areas I think that CLTS [Community-led Total Sanitation] is a 

great example, in my humble opinion. I recommended to governments, where CLTS has been pi-

loted, to transform it into a national policy. Because I think it empowers people to actually be aware 

of the importance of sanitation; it makes people develop a proper sanitation solution. The responsibil-

ity has very much to do with awareness-raising, education, but also, obviously, financing and 

supporting people who do not have the means to get there. 

 On the first question, public/private infrastructure seldom focuses on environmental approaches. En-

vironmental approaches and all sanitation solutions can bring us further in making sure that the right 

to sanitation is realised. I think that this is a good approach that can contribute to improving global 

sanitation. There are obviously other solutions. I think what is important is to think outside the box, to 

think about small solutions which can be cheap.  
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 What I often see in developing 

countries is that donors often pri-

oritise financial support to huge 

systems that they cannot main-

tain, that are not helpful to rural 

areas, to small places.  

 We have to rethink sanitation; we 

also have to make politicians 

more interested in sanitation and 

more committed to sanitation. 

This has to do a lot with educa-

tion and awareness-raising, creat-

ing the need inside the countries, 

among the governments, among 

the people. 

Sean: The next set of questions is about the context to which human rights are applied. Modibo 

Dembele asks: Can you brief us on the indigenous people’s human rights to water and sanita-

tion? Mahider Tesfu asks: How can we ensure water rights and access for pastoralist commu-

nities? Beshah asks: In different city water utility regulations, settlements like slums and 

squatters have no rights to claim for water and sanitation services, so how do you see this is-

sue with respect to the human rights to water and sanitation? 

Catarina: Indeed, they’re very interesting, but I won’t have a straightforward answer, at least on the first two 

issues. “Can you brief us on the indigenous people’s human rights to water and sanitation?“ 

Well, they have the same human right that we have, obviously. It’s the same. Maybe the challenges 

can be different in having access to water and sanitation. Also, the need that they have when it comes 

to water, mainly for cultural preferences, might be different. I visited an indigenous tribe in the USA, 

for example, and always met indigenous people, so that I understood the issues of indigenous people 

and the challenges they face with living in remote areas, having their human rights recognised, their 

land being taken over, and so on. Basically, the legal framework for indigenous people’s right to water 

and sanitation is the same as our rights to water and sanitation. I encourage you to read, for example, 

my report on the [United States], on the website (UNGA 2011).  

 How can we ensure this right for pastoralist communities? I don’t know. It will depend from country 

to country. Again, I think that human rights have not imposed any solution for pastoralist communi-

ties. It will depend on the context; it will depend on their resources and on the availability of water 

in the region. Maybe you are talking about a country where it rains a lot. Maybe you are talking about 

a country which is completely dry. I’m looking at the picture in my office of a tribe in the north of 

Namibia. They have no water, so the situation for them is different from other situations. 

 It has to be seen on a case by case basis. How rich is the country? I don’t have a generic answer to 

address your question. I ask you again, look at my book (De Albuquerque 2012). I agree fully with the 

last question. Very often, and I’ve see this in my meetings, governments tell me, “They won’t count 

because they are illegal.” I’ve seen this in Jordan with the rural community, in Egypt, in slum dwell-

ers, in Bangladesh, in slum dwellers, etc., etc. All over the place there are populations who are invisi-

ble to the government. The government even thinks that they have a legal justification not to bring 

them the services. With respect to the human rights to water and sanitation, everyone is a person, 

everyone is a human being, and every person on earth has rights to water and sanitation.  

 For human rights purposes the legal status of the land in which people are living, or the nationality of 

the passport, or even the legal status even of the person is indifferent. Government has to take 

measures to make sure that everyone has access to water and sanitation, full stop. 

Figure 4.  A community mapping exercise, Burjan tea garden, Sylhet, 

Bangladesh, 2011 
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Kerstin: I’m going to come to a question from Tesfu [who] pointed out one of the realities that gov-

ernment structures at the lower level are not familiar with the different policies and proce-

dures on the right to water. And that there’s a real need to build their capacity on the human 

right to water for better implementation. Maybe you could tell us a little bit about where 

you’ve seen experiences of that happening, or maybe you even bounce it back to us, as sec-

tor people? Tell us what you think needs to be done in this regard. 

Catarina: Unfortunately, it is true. I see it constantly on my country missions. It’s not only the local level; it’s also 

the central level that is not always familiar with what human rights imply. I’m not even criticising gov-

ernment. I remember meeting governments telling me, “Help us. We want to do it. We don’t know 

how to do it.” I don’t have infinite capacity to support government, etc. I am very sorry for that, be-

cause we want things to move. I think that what we need is more education. This webinar is a very 

good example of awareness-raising on the rights to water and sanitation. 

 Maybe there is more that can be done. For example, one of the things I was thinking about was to 

prepare a guide to help people at the national level to support the implementation of the right. 

Would this be of help to you? It’s just a question. I am happy to support but I am one person, I can-

not be everywhere. What would be great would be to develop at the national or even regional level, 

training kits and training tools. To raise awareness and familiarise people at the local level too about 

the content of the human right and what it implies for them in their daily work.  

Kerstin: Modibo Dembele says: Why do international corporations use double standards in develop-

ing countries – especially into the mining area, by polluting drinking water and many health 

hazards? Maybe you can tell us what this human right to water can actually do with respect 

to pollution of water resources? 

Catarina: I receive complaints from people who are alleged victims of violations of this human right. If I had to 

make a statistical analysis of the complaints I receive, I would say that the majority of them regard 

pollution of drinking water and health hazards, precisely as is mentioned in the question, caused by 

the mining industry.  

 In those cases, I send letters, both to the company and to the government. To the company, in order 

to make sure that the company is respecting the law, that the company is not violating or promoting 

the violation of human rights. And that the company is doing at least no harm to human rights. If 

drinking water is polluted people get sick. To clean it costs money, then water will be less affordable. I 

also talk with the governments, because it’s up to the governments to regulate the sector and to 

make sure that the company complies with the human right standards.  

Sean: The next two questions are about implementation. Andre asks: Which practical steps can de-

velopment partners follow to assure that their programmes and policies consider the human 

right to water approach appropriately? Stephen asks: How can the concept of water and sani-

tation as human rights be applied to mobilise resources for less favoured communities? 

Catarina: Thanks Sean. Regarding the last question, I think that the concept of human rights to water and sani-

tation is ideal to mobilise resources for the less favoured communities. Because what the human 

right says is that, ’We have to prioritise those who are less rich, those who are left behind.’ 

When we compare it with the Millennium Development Goals [MDGs], the MDGs ask us to reduce by 

half people without access. But the MDG framework does not tell us which people, so it can be bet-

ter-off people. 
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 The human rights have precisely 

the opposite approach. They start 

with the poor, the most neglect-

ed. What non-discrimination and 

equality need is positive discrimi-

nation, it means starting with 

those who have less means. I 

think that the human rights 

framework and the context are 

very powerful to tell governments, 

“Look, this is your obligation. You 

have to start by rural area X, by 

plan Y, where people have been 

left behind.” This is what I system-

atically said in my country mis-

sions to governments. 

 On development partners, I think 

that integrating the human rights to water and sanitation, looking at the different elements – quality, 

availability, accessibility, also non-discrimination – at the different parts of a project cycle, would be 

very interesting. It would force everyone to start thinking about the impact of the measures they are 

undertaking. 

Kerstin: Thank you very much, Catarina. If you look at the GLAAS Report (the global assessment of 

sanitation) that came out, many of the questions around the human right to water are al-

ready being incorporated. In his next question, Rafael asks: When the MDGs were initially de-

fined the human rights to water and sanitation were not passed. Do you think that these hu-

man rights should be included in future strategies after 2015? Then Nick asks: To which ex-

tent do you expect the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation to become a real 

driver in shaping the future development of water services? 

Catarina: Regarding the first question, yes, it is true that at that time we didn’t have the human right. I believe 

this right must be included in future global strategies after 2015. I cannot possibly imagine any other 

solution. I know that there are many governments supporting this, so I am confident that this will 

happen. 

 Regarding the second question, I am confident that it will happen, but I think that we all have to stay 

vigilant to make sure that this is truly included in a future global development strategy. We cannot 

just think, “The human right has been recognised in 2010, so we don’t have anything to do.” We have 

to make sure that it is there. Because you know very well that if the human right is not explicitly re-

ferred to in a future global strategy it will not be measured.  

 It will not influence national policy-making or national legislation and we will be at risk of falling in the 

same traps we find ourselves in right now. I hope that it is a driver. I don’t want to be naïve and say 

that, “There will be an instant revolution in the world, because the human rights to safe drinking water 

and sanitation were recognised.” I think there will be a slow, silent revolution in the world. I hope that 

they will shape future developments in this area. Thank you. 

 

 

Figure 5.  Kalpona Rani, a young midwife who is on the local WASH 

committee, talking to a group of local women, TT para slum, Dhaka, 

Bangladesh, 2011 
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