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Dying for a Drink of Water

It’s easy to declare safe drinking water a basic human right for all, but not
so easy to ensure a safe water supply for the more than 1 billion people
that still lack it.

Each day before dawn millions of
women in Africa and Asia begin the
chore that will consume many of their
waking hours—fetching water for their
families. They may walk for miles to
collect water from a river, spring, or well.
Often, the water they carry home is
bringing their families not life and good
health, but sickness and even death.

These women are among the 1.1
billion people around the globe who
lack access to any improved water
source—that is, a pipe, well, or
protected spring. The developing world,
especially Africa and Asia, remains in
the midst of a water crisis that is exact-
ing millions of casualties. According to
the World Health Organization, the
parasites, bacteria, and chemicals in
unsafe water are killing 3.4 million
people, mostly children, each year.

Many experts agree that each person
requires a minimum of about 50 liters a
day for drinking, cooking, bathing, and
sanitation. Only about 5 to 10 liters of
that water must be clean enough to
drink.Yet many poor people get much
less than 50 liters a day, of which virtu-
ally none is technically safe for drinking.
Increasingly, a minimum amount of safe
drinking water is recognized as part of a
fundamental human right to food.

Although water scarcity is worsening
worldwide, this is not necessarily the
main reason so many people lack
access to safe water. After all,
compared with other water uses, the
amount of water required for domestic
use is small. According to Global
Water Outlook to 2025: Averting an
Impending Crisis, a new food policy
report from IFPRI, in 1995 about 8
percent of the water used worldwide
went for household needs, compared
with about 86 percent for irrigation. On
a national basis, access to safe drink-
ing water depends less on a country’s
available water resources than on its
level of wealth and its political commit-
ment to safe water. World Bank figures
show, for instance, that 70 percent of

people in South Africa have access to
an improved water source, compared
with only 32 percent in its poorer
neighbor Mozambique.

“Even though household water use
is small,” says Ruth Meinzen-Dick, an
IFPRI senior research fellow, “the devil
is in the details of ensuring that water
is safe and getting it to the people who
need it in an affordable manner. And
people’s quality of life depends on their
access to water.”

In 2000 the member states of the
United Nations agreed to work toward
cutting in half the number of people
who do not have access to safe water
and sanitation by 2015, as one of the
Millennium Development Goals. At the
September 2002 World Summit on
Sustainable Development in
Johannesburg, these countries reaf-
firmed this goal. Achieving even this
limited goal, under which millions of

(continued on page 3)

Lucy Akanboguure collecting water in
Kandiga, Ghana.



Demand for the world’s water is rising
rapidly, limiting its availability for food
production and threatening global food
security. In a new 2020 Vision book enti-
tled World Water and Food to 2025:
Dealing with Scarcity, authors Mark W.
Rosegrant, Ximing Cai, and Sarah A.
Cline show that current water policies
are resulting in wasteful water use by
farmers, industries, and well-off house-
holds, while poor households go without
adequate water supplies.

Using a global model to show how
water availability and water demand are
likely to evolve, World Water and Food
to 2025 contends that if current water
policies continue, most poor house-
holds will face a high level of food inse-

curity and a hard struggle to obtain
drinking water. The environment will
also suffer from water shortages.
Further neglect of the water sector
could produce a genuine water crisis,
which in turn could lead to a food crisis
through declining food production, higher
food prices, and reduced food trade.

Reforms to water policies and greater
investment in water infrastructure,
Rosegrant and his coauthors explain,
could lead to highly productive and
sustainable use of water. They offer
strategies to make more effective use of
water in food production and consider
innovative institutional arrangements to
avert an impending water crisis.

Jointly published by IFPRI and the

International Water Management
Institute (IWMI), the book was launched
at an IFPRI seminar  on October 22
with discussants John Briscoe, senior
water advisor to the World Bank, and
Margaret Catley-Carlson, chair of the
Global Water Partnership.

Highlights of the research have also
been published in a new food policy
report, Global Water Outlook to 2025:
Averting an Impending Crisis. Leading
news wires in numerous developing and
developed countries covered the launch
of the report. It also received prominent
coverage in newspapers and on radio
programs throughout the world.

Download at http://www.ifpri.org/pubs/
books/water2025book.htm
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Update on the 2020 Vision Network for East Africa

Future World Food Security Depends on Today’s Water Policies

IFPRI’s 2020 Vision Network for East
Africa has initiated two exciting regional
research and outreach activities. The
first aims to develop and strengthen
professional master’s-level training in
agricultural economics. The network is
facilitating the planning process for this
project in 12 eastern and southern
African countries in collaboration with
its African partners. A conference enti-
tled “Future Challenges to Agricultural
Economics and Economists in Eastern
and Southern Africa” was held in
Nairobi, Kenya, on November 23–24,
and was followed by the first meeting of
university agricultural economics
department heads, acting in concert as
the Agricultural Economics Education
Board.

The second initiative is a project to
strengthen key agricultural markets in
selected countries in East Africa
through integrated research in three
network countries and capacity
strengthening and outreach in all six.
The project has three specific aims.
First, it will identify policy measures
that promote institutional innovations
favorable to smallholders in agricultural
markets in East Africa. Second, it will
develop regional capacity for undertak-

ing research, training, and outreach
related to policy reforms and institu-
tional innovations that strengthen agri-
cultural markets. Third, it will build
policymakers’ understanding of condi-
tions in agricultural markets and
catalyze and promote research-based
policy reforms and institutional innova-
tions in those markets. A planning
workshop was held on November 11-
12 in Nairobi.

Additional network meetings held in
November include the annual meeting
of the Regional Advisory Committee
and a meeting of the Proposal
Evaluation Committee, at which
proposals were selected for support
under the third round of the network’s
competitive grants program. Other
network research and training activities
are proceeding apace. Researchers
participating in the regional project on
the impact of policies for rural service
provision on agricultural productivity,
marketing, and food security visited
IFPRI in September and November.
While in Washington, DC, they under-
took econometric analysis, consulted
with IFPRI research staff, and
presented preliminary findings. In
addition, the first study from the first

competitive grants program was
released in November as Network
Report No. 3, entitled “Animal Health
Service Delivery Systems in Kenya’s
Marginal Areas under Market
Liberalization: A Case for Community-
Based Animal Health Workers,” by
John Omiti, Lawrence Godiah
Mugunieri, and Patrick Irungu. The
study was designed to help understand
the role of community-based animal
health workers (CBAHWs) in marginal
areas and their influence on livestock
productivity. The report concluded that
policymakers need to integrate the
activities of CBAHWs within the formal
animal health delivery system in
marginal areas of Kenya. Interventions
that improve the professional develop-
ment of these workers, particularly in
areas pertaining to the care of young
stock, would not only make their activi-
ties more sustainable, but also improve
livestock productivity in marginal areas.

For more information on the 2020 Vision
Network for East Africa or to download or order
copies of 2020 network publications, please visit
the website at
http://www.ifpri.org/2020/nw/intro.htm.
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New Director General
for IFPRI

On September 1, 2002, Per
Pinstrup-Andersen’s tenure as
IFPRI’s director general ended
and Joachim von Braun took
office. Pinstrup-Andersen will
join the faculty of Cornell
University, New York, as the
H.E. Babcock Professor of Food
and Nutrition Policy, Division of
Nutritional Sciences. We thank
Per for his intellectual and policy
leadership and for his contribu-
tion to the cause of a world free
from hunger and poverty.

Prior to accepting the director
general post at IFPRI, Joachim
von Braun was director of the
Center for Development
Research (ZEF) at the
University of Bonn, chair of
ZEF’s Department of Economics
and Technological Change, and
a professor at the Institute for
Agricultural Policy and Applied
Economics. Von Braun is presi-
dent of the International
Association of Agricultural
Economists (2000-2003), one of
several international organiza-
tions in which he plays an
important role. Von Braun’s rela-
tionship with IFPRI spans many
years. He served as Food
Consumption and Nutrition
Division director from 1990 to
1993 and was a research fellow
in the 1980s. He also served as
a member of the 2020 Vision
International Advisory
Committee. We welcome him as
IFPRI’s director general and
look forward to his leadership as
the 2020 Vision Initiative faces
the challenges of a rapidly
changing world and strives to
create a better future for all.

2020 Conference Proceedings Now Available

In September 2001 IFPRI’s 2020
Vision Initiative held a major interna-
tional conference on food security in
Bonn, Germany. More than 900 people
from the public and private sectors and
civil society came together to discuss
goals, solutions, and the actions
necessary to end hunger in the next
two decades. The presentations of
more than 70 speakers, summaries of
the discussions that followed, results
of polls taken during the conference,
and other highlights appear in the new
volume Sustainable Food Security for
All by 2020: Proceedings of an
International Conference.

This proceedings volume includes
experts’ assessments of the current
food security situation and of the

emerging forces that will shape the
world and influence the chances for
food security in the coming decades.
These forces include changes in popu-
lation, health,and nutrition, as well as
economic, technological, environmental,
and socioeconomic forces. The book
also contains participants’ views of
which policy steps are most important
for achieving food security and their
opinions on the responsibilities of vari-
ous actors, including governments,
nongovernmental organizations, inter-
national agencies, researchers, and
poor people themselves. Altogether,
this volume points the way to a world
in which all people have enough food
to live healthy and productive lives.

people will still be without safe water,
will require heavy commitments of
money, time, and political will. Of
course, failing to achieve the goal
carries a heavy price as well.

The Health Cost of Poor Water
The health problems associated with
unclean water are enormous. Of the
3.4 million people killed each year by
water-related diseases, 2.1 million
people, mostly children, die from diar-
rheal diseases stemming from lack of
access to clean water, inadequate
sanitation, and poor hygiene. According
to Stephen Turner, deputy director of
WaterAid, a London-based nongovern-
mental organization (NGO), “In some
areas, childhood diarrhea is perceived
as normal. If everyone has it, people
don’t perceive it as a problem.”

IFPRI research has shown that diar-
rheal diseases can greatly exacerbate
malnutrition because diarrhea prevents
the body from using whatever nutrients
are consumed. “The bottom line is that
water is food,” says Joachim von
Braun, director general of IFPRI.
“Therefore clean water is essential for
food security and food safety.”

Efforts to improve people’s nutrition
can be futile without attention to their
water consumption. Patrick Webb,
director of the Food Policy and Applied
Nutrition Program at Tufts University,
describes a project in The Gambia that
introduced a new irrigation technology:
“People who adopted the new technol-
ogy grew more food and earned more
income but made only relatively small
improvements in their nutrition. This
was because the wells from which they
got their drinking water were still
contaminated.” If the project had also
addressed the quality of their drinking
water, the participants could have
made greater improvements not only
to their incomes but to their health and
well-being.

Even where the quantity of water
supplied has been improved, unex-
pected quality problems have arisen,
at great human cost. In the 1980s and
1990s, several million tubewells were
installed in Bangladesh, offering what
was thought to be a safe water supply
to millions of people who had previ-
ously been at risk from microorgan-
isms in their water sources. Then in
1993, it was discovered that many of

Dying for a Drink of  Water  (continued from page 1)

(continued on page 6)
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NEWS & VIEWS: Now that the
Summit is over and the delegates
have gone home, is there one
message you hope they will carry
with them?

Desai: The key to ensuring that the
Summit was truly successful and that it
makes a substantial, positive difference
to people’s lives in the years to come
will be to make a solid connection
between the outputs from
Johannesburg and what happens now
on the ground though local, national,
and regional policies.

So my message would be this: the
Summit was not the end of the process.
It was a very important stage of the jour-
ney toward sustainable development.
The challenge now is to maintain pres-
sure so as to ensure the full implemen-
tation of what was agreed on there and
to ensure that everyone does everything
that they said they would do.

NEWS & VIEWS: What do you feel
were the main successes and short-
comings of the Summit?

Desai: The success of the Summit can
be measured at different levels.
Substantial progress was made in terms
of targets and timetables, particularly for
the five key issues identified by the UN
secretary-general Kofi Annan: water and
sanitation; energy; health; agriculture;
and biodiversity and ecosystem
management (known as the WEHAB

issues). For example, a significant new
target was set for halving the number of
people without access to basic sanita-
tion by 2015, and an elaborate program
was agreed upon for energy. Health,
oceans, natural disaster management,
trade and the environment, chemicals
management, biodiversity and intellec-
tual property rights—all these areas saw
forward steps in terms of concrete
commitments for action.

In addition to these negotiated
outcomes, significant partnerships and
commitments to transfer resources and
technologies were made by govern-
ments and civil society organizations
alike. Over 220 partnerships (with $235
million in resources) were identified in
advance of the Summit, and around 60
partnerships were announced during
the Summit by a variety of countries.

I would regard the inclusive nature of
the Summit as another key success.
The views of civil society were given
prominence at the Summit in recogni-
tion of the key role of civil society in
implementing outcomes and in promot-
ing partnerships. Over 8,000 civil soci-
ety participants attended the Summit,
and tens of thousands more are
thought to have come to Johannesburg
for a wide range of parallel events.

I know that some people were disap-
pointed that the Summit did not go
further in certain respects, such as
setting a target for renewable energy.
But I think it is more important to look at
what was actually achieved in
Johannesburg. It’s the story of the
glass half empty or the glass half full.
With energy, for example, participants
agreed on new goals, such as getting
energy to the energy-poor and substan-
tially increasing the global share of
renewable energy sources with a sense
of urgency.

Increasingly people are discovering
that what came out of Johannesburg
was more than may have been appar-
ent the day after it concluded.

NEWS & VIEWS: More than 50,000
participants showed up at
Johannesburg—a turnout that must
have pleased you. How do you see
the contributions of different groups:
government, NGOs, and business?

Desai: Johannesburg was unique in the
way that it sought to engage civil soci-
ety, as a partner both in reviewing the
implementation of Agenda 21 and in
making commitments for action and
bringing the objectives of sustainable
development to reality.

During the Summit itself, much atten-
tion was naturally focused on the inter-
governmental negotiations. The “major
groups”—consisting of indigenous
people, women, youth, trade unions,
farmers, local authorities, and the scien-
tific community, as well as NGOs and
business—played an important role in
making sure that the government repre-
sentatives engaged in these negotia-
tions knew exactly what civil society
expected of them.

The major groups also played an
important role in other key Summit
events, such as the partnership plenary
debates—held on the five key WEHAB
areas I have mentioned—and the round
table discussions that were held
between heads of state and govern-
ment, leaders of civil society, and inter-
governmental organizations.

In addition to these activities at the
Summit itself, a significant number of
well-structured meetings, forums, and
events were organized around
Johannesburg by NGOs, scientists, the
business community, women’s groups,
trade unions, youth organizations, chief

Keeping the Pressure on for Sustainable Development
The World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in September 2002
brought together thousands of delegates from around the world and generated dozens
of international agreements in support of environmentally sound development. Nitin
Desai, the United Nations secretary-general of the Johannesburg Summit, discusses
how to make the inspirational words into firm realities.

Nitin Desai, United Nations
secretary-general of the
Johannesburg Summit



justices, and many other stakeholders,
together with a great Water Dome,
which gathered those interested in
addressing freshwater issues under one
impressive roof.

A combination of all these events and
activities ensured that the outcome of
Johannesburg was much greater and
more colorful than simply the text of
agreements negotiated inside the
Sandton Convention Centre.

NEWS & VIEWS: Some say that this
was just another summit. Are you
satisfied with the outcome, and what
are your personal expectations for
the next 1, 5, and 10 years?

Desai: I think the outcome from the
Johannesburg was in many ways more
successful than we had dared to hope
for. The fact that 100 heads of state and
government attended and that 193
states were represented demonstrates
the high political priority and commit-
ment that the world attaches to imple-
menting sustainable development. The
willingness of governments to negotiate
around their differences and agree to
the significant commitments they made,
and their interest in moving ahead at all
levels, such as through partnerships
between all stakeholders, ensured that
the Summit was something we can be
much more than “satisfied” with.

But the real test for Summit is not
whether the agreements that were
made and the words that were said in
South Africa lived up to our expecta-
tions. We will only truly know if the
Summit was a success in the years to
come when we see how the promises
that were made translate into action.
My sincere hope is that when we look
back on this Summit in 5 or 10 years we
recognize it as a landmark event where
renewed political commitment spurred
action at all levels to transform lofty
ideas into real action on the ground.

NEWS & VIEWS: Did you see any
major gaps between developing and
industrialized countries, or between
environmentalists and agricultural-
ists? On what issues did these gaps
widen or narrow?

Desai: There will always be gaps
between the various people involved in
any issue who represent different sides
of the equation. That is why we need to
have negotiations and sit the people
involved around the table to find a
common solution.

Johannesburg was not just about
tackling poverty, nor was it just about
conserving the environment. It related
more to addressing the three dimen-
sions of sustainable development—
environmental, economic, and social—
together. So it was not just a question of
the north providing resources and tech-
nological support for development in the
south. It was also about promoting
sustainable production and consump-
tion, protecting marine ecosystems,
chemical safety, and so on.

NEWS & VIEWS: The Summit passed
a Plan of Implementation. Who will
monitor its progress, and how will it
be measured and reported?  What
support will be provided to develop-
ing countries for appropriate policy-
making and monitoring?

Desai: Follow-up to the Summit will be
handled primarily through the United
Nations Commission on Sustainable
Development, which was created as a
direct result of the Rio Earth Summit in
1992. Countries will continue to monitor
and report on their own progress in
implementing measures from Rio and
Johannesburg, based on general
reporting guidelines issued by the UN.
My department will continue to produce
trends reports to analyze the state of
implementation, which are based both
on information available within the UN
system and on external inputs, for
example from academia and scientists.

NEWS & VIEWS: Agricultural issues
seemed to be at the forefront during
the Summit. How do you see agricul-
tural research and policymaking
contributing to the goals of the
Summit?

Desai: Agriculture was identified by the
secretary-general as one of the five key
issues to be addressed by the Summit.

Clearly, solving issues related to agri-
cultural productivity will remain a core
element of tackling sustainable develop-
ment, and it was heartening to see it
take such a prominent role at the
Summit.

One of the most important decisions
taken by the Summit in this regard was
requesting the Global Environment
Facility to support the fight against
desertification, the degradation of
drylands, which is thought to have
directly affected some 250 million
people around the world, with nearly 1
billion currently at risk.

NEWS & VIEWS: How would you
summarize the results of the Summit
to a poor and hungry person in a
developing country?  How would
that person benefit?

Desai: It is always hard to explain to the
proverbial “person on the street” how a
huge event such as a World Summit will
impact him or her directly. People
cannot eat words, but on the other
hand, all changes in policy start with
people agreeing to take action, and that
is what happened in Johannesburg.
Governments committed at the highest
level to meeting a wide range of impor-
tant targets, such as halving by 2015
the number of people who are living in
poverty, who suffer from hunger, and
who cannot access or afford safe drink-
ing water or basic sanitation.

Through new policies, financial and
technical support, direct government
assistance, and partnerships among
the public sector, business, and civil
society, direct action should now be
taken that will help to increase the stan-
dard of living for people around the
world.

Our job now is to make sure that
governments live up to their commit-
ments and that projects and programs
are developed—as a result of the
Summit and of the momentum that it
generated to tackle sustainable devel-
opment—that really make a difference
to people’s lives.

2020 VIEWS
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these tubewells were producing water
contaminated with arsenic, a mineral
found underground in many areas in
Bangladesh that causes debilitating
skin lesions and cancer when

ingested. Now estimates say that
between 35 million and 77 million
people in Bangladesh are at risk of
drinking this contaminated water.
According to an article in 2000 in the
Bulletin of the World Health
Organization, “Bangladesh is grappling
with the largest mass poisoning of a
population in history.”

As serious as the arsenic problem is,
Jamie Bartram, of the World Health
Organization, says excessive fluoride in
water supplies may have even more
severe consequences. “Excessive fluo-
ride is a serious problem in China,
India, and the Rift Valley of Africa. We
know a little bit of fluoride is good
because it protects your teeth, but if you
consume too much, it produces gross
skeletal deformities by the time people
reach young adulthood. So just when
people should be most productive, it
takes them out of the productive work
force quite effectively.”

It is crucial to reduce the severity and
duration of people’s exposure to these
chemicals, says Bartram, but removing
them from dispersed water sources is

not easy or straightforward. In
Bangladesh, studies show that one
pump may be contaminated with arsenic,
while another just meters away may be
safe. The government has painted many
of the tubewells—red for contaminated
and green for clean—but the wells must
be regularly retested, as their status can

change quickly.

The Link to Sanitation
and Hygiene
The issue of clean drinking
water is inextricably linked
to sanitation and hygiene. If
human waste is not treated
or disposed of properly, it
can contaminate a water
source that is used for
drinking. If a woman places
clean water from a well into
a dirty container, it is no
longer clean. If people do
not practice hand washing,
they may lose whatever
benefits they might have
derived from clean drinking
water and sanitation facili-
ties. Research has shown

that providing clean water can reduce
childhood diarrhea by 15 to 20 percent,
but getting people to wash their hands
after using the toilet and to handle food
safely can lower it by 35 percent.

It is increasingly standard practice for
governments and NGOs to integrate
water supply, sanitation, and hygiene
projects. Turner says that improving
hygiene “is the most difficult thing we
do. You need to break oral-fecal trans-
mission. If you can get people to wash
their hands after using the toilet, you get
major health benefits. The trick is to
make it an automatic behavior.”

Hygiene improvements are more
effective when accompanied by sanita-
tion facilities, which 2.4 billion people
still lack. The problem is often most
obvious in cities, where raw sewage
runs through slum neighborhoods. In
rural areas, where people may go out
into the bush, the problem is less
noticeable but no less serious. Human
waste can seep into surface water and
groundwater.

Rupert Talbot, an adviser with
UNICEF in India, says, “In West

Bengal, a popular marketing slogan is
‘no marriage without a toilet.’ The toilet
is being promoted as an essential facil-
ity in a newlywed’s house.”

Getting Clean Water to the Poor
Many countries have responded to
people’s sense of entitlement to water
by subsidizing it. One might expect this
approach to benefit poor people, but all
too often it does not. “In  much of
India,” says Webb, “water is basically a
free good. But those who have the
best access to it are the wealthy farm-
ers and urban dwellers, because they
are the ones who are connected to the
water system.” Poor people in rural
areas or urban slums, who are not
connected to a piped water supply, in
fact pay a higher price for their water,
in terms of time spent collecting it or
money spent buying it from small-scale
private water vendors. So the govern-
ment pays to supply water to the well-
off, whereas the poor pay the price for
their water themselves.

According to Meinzen-Dick, “One
school of thought says that if people
don’t pay for water, they won’t
conserve it. But others say that even
very low prices can be burdensome for
very poor households.”

The actual cost of supplying more
clean water to a growing world popula-
tion will certainly rise over the coming
decades, says Mark Rosegrant, an
IFPRI senior research fellow, because
of the cost of developing new water
sources and increasing competition for
water between farmers, cities, and
industries. “Water suppliers are going
to have to raise prices even for their
existing supplies,” he says. “What
makes the most sense is for water
suppliers to raise prices for all users
and then subsidize water for the poor.”

Some areas are trying this approach,
or a variation. The city of Chennai,
India, secured its water supply by
clamping down on unaccounted-for
water—lost to leaks or unauthorized
users—and then made a commitment
to supply a minimum amount of water
to all users. According to Paul
Appasamy, director of the Madras
School of Economics in Chennai, who
has studied the system, “The quantity
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A foot-operated water tap outside a latrine in
Uganda prevents users from contaminating the
water with dirty hands.



provided through the public system is
extremely limited and has to be
augmented in other ways. The poor
are given water from public tankers
that traverse the city. Better-off people
get water from their own bore wells or
from private vendors.” The city is also
promoting the harvesting of rainwater
for people’s household needs.

Clean Water Is a Boon for Women
Girls and women are the biggest benefi-
ciaries when their families get access to
clean water and sanitation services. In
developing countries, obtaining water
for domestic use is usually the responsi-
bility of women and girls. The hours that
women and girls spend fetching water is
time that is not available for child care,
productive activity, and schooling.
Moreover, when someone in the house-
hold becomes sick, it is the women who
are responsible for care giving.
Particularly for girls and women, lack of
privacy for toileting is not only an affront
to their dignity, but also inconvenient
and dangerous. Many of them wait until
after dark to defecate, which threatens
their health and places them at risk of
attack or rape.

Lucy Akanboguure of Kandiga,
Ghana, who benefited from a new water
hand pump in her village, described
some of the women’s difficulties to
WaterAid, which had helped supply the
pump: “In my community women were
expected to provide water every morning
for their husbands.The lack of water
often resulted in quarrels, wife beating,
or even divorce. Communities suffered

most from water short-
ages during the long
dry season from
November to March.
Women quarreled,
beat or injured one
another, and even
broke one another’s
containers and
calabashes in the mad
rush for water.”

Partly because of
women’s inherent
interest in safe water
and sanitation, NGOs
are making women
important players in

developing and maintaining these serv-
ices. The Indian NGO Gramalaya, for
example, has helped build communal
latrines and water points in urban slums
in India. These community toilets are
managed by SHE teams—Sanitation
and Hygiene Education teams—made
up of members of women’s self-help
groups who collect fees from users and
ensure that the toilets remain clean and
in working order.

WaterAid’s Turner explains, “Women
are used as caretakers because they
are at the center of their household.
Men are more likely to have paid
employment and may be away from
home, while women do not have the
same mobility and so remain caretakers
for longer. As women are the main
collectors of water, their motivation to
maintain water points is stronger.” This
job can also serve as a valuable source
of income for poor women.

Privatizing Water?
Some people argue that only the
private sector can meet the vast infra-
structure requirements of supplying
safe water to billions of people. Others
see privatization of water supplies as a
violation of people’s basic right to
water and argue that because private
water companies are ultimately seek-
ing profits, they will not serve the water
needs of the poor.

“In itself,” says Rosegrant, “privatization
is neither a terrible thing nor a solution to
all that ails us. Either a public or a private
system can be managed efficiently, but
you need to recover costs in order to

maintain efficient service and expand
services to meet the needs of rapidly
growing urban populations, and you
need oversight to ensure that the system
is meeting the needs of the poor.”

Buenos Aires, for example, privatized
its water system in 1993. The move
was highly controversial at first, says
Rosegrant, but it later appeared to be
generally successful. “The water
company significantly expanded water
service to the edges of the city and to
poorer neighborhoods, and the pricing
structure was such that the poor could
afford the water.”

In other cases, Rosegrant says, privati-
zation has been less successful. “What’s
often missing,” he explains, “is the idea
that they have to supply social goods”—
that is, they have a responsibility to
provide clean water even to the poor.

It is the job of government to ensure
that private water companies fulfill this
responsibility to the poor, even while
they seek profits. “The critical issue is
the government’s contract with the
private water supplier—how it’s written
and whether it’s enforced,” says
Meinzen-Dick.
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Lucy now collects safe water from a
handpump close to her home. “I felt so
happy having water at my doorstep, 24
hours a day, knowing that I was safe
from water-borne diseases.”

Lucy used to have to walk five kilometers to collect water
from this dirty river, which was the main source of water
for many communities. The river is pictured in the rainy
season but in the dry season water was scarce and
communities suffered greatly from water shortages.

(continued on page 8)



Stephen Turner of WaterAid argues
that the debate over privatization of
water supply is probably moot in most
of Sub-Saharan Africa. “For over 90
percent of the people, the public
sector is going to be the water
provider. There isn’t a private sector
company that will take this on,
because it just isn’t profitable
enough,” he says. “So the real ques-
tion is: How do we strengthen the
public sector?”

Choices for Local Communities 
Governments, donors, and NGOs now
recognize that solutions to household
water problems differ from community
to community. “You need to involve
users, especially women, in deciding on
the level of service. If users are
involved, they are more likely to use it
and maintain it,” says Meinzen-Dick.

“The technology to be promoted,
whether it is a community toilet or the
newly innovated child-friendly toilet,
should be based on the needs of the
community,” says S. Damodaran, execu-
tive director of Gramalaya. “It should be
designed and located in consultation
with the people who are really the ulti-
mate beneficiaries. Users of the sanita-
tion or water facilities need to have a
sense of ownership.”

Users sometimes make choices that
surprise experts but make the most
sense for local conditions. Ned Breslin,
WaterAid’s country representative for
Mozambique, describes the isolated
village of Maiaca, which had two hand
pumps the villagers could not repair.
They decided that protected wells with a
bucket and a windlass would work
better for them and worked with the
district government and WaterAid to
install them. “Since then they have had
water and have repaired their water
points when broken. In addition, the
whole community now has latrines, and
there have been massive improvements
in the use of these latrines and in
hygiene practices,” Breslin reports.

Scaling Up versus Sustainable
Solutions 

This highly participatory approach to
household water projects may appear
to be at odds with the Millennium
Development Goals of halving the
number of people without access to
clean water and sanitation by 2015.
Deciding on and implementing sustain-
able local solutions, community by
community, takes time. But providing
clean water and sanitation to another
half billion to a billion people in the next
13 years will require speedy action.

One key to greatly expanding cover-
age to clean water and sanitation is to
replicate successful solutions on a
larger scale. This scaling up presents
its own risks, however. A water system
that works well in one community may
be inappropriate for another. A sanita-
tion system that succeeds on a small
scale may present environmental risks
when replicated thousands of times. Yet
development professionals have little
choice but to forge ahead, balancing the
need for sustainable solutions with the
need for greatly expanded water
supplies and sanitation services.

“On a positive note,” says UNICEF’s
Talbot, “the majority of countries we
support are not starting from scratch.
They have many years of experience.
The risks to sustainable coverage and
facility usage are well recognized by
most.”

In the end, the hope of many is that
the Millennium Development Goals
can help stimulate action toward solv-
ing a problem that has lasted far too
long. IFPRI’s von Braun acknowledges
that the goals are admirable, though
they will require major public and
private investments and creative insti-
tutions. “In any culture the ‘poisoned
well’ is a symbol of crime at its worst,”
he says. “In reality many of the poor in
rural and urban areas are daily victims
of the crime of inaction on the drinking
water front. The needed investments
will come about only through strong
economic incentives combined with
strong public advocacy.”

Reported by Heidi Fritschel

IFPRI is one of 16 Futuresm Harvest centers
and receives its principal funding from 58
governments, private foundations, and
international and regional organizations
known as the Consultative Group on
International Agricultural Research.
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