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FOREWORD

A ccess to safe drinking-water is fundamental to human development and a 
basic human right. A lack of access to safe drinking-water sources, coupled with 
inadequate sanitation and hygiene, remains one of the most critical public health 
challenges globally.

Despite the significant achievements by the end of the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) era, an 

estimated 663 million people still lack access to an “improved” source of drinking-water. Many more still 

lack access to “safe” drinking-water, with at least 1.9 billion people relying on an unimproved source or 

an improved source that is faecally contaminated. Through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

countries around the world have expressed strong political will to ensure not only that a drinking-water 

service is extended to unserved populations, but also that this drinking-water is universally safe. This 

is expressed in Goal 6 of the SDGs, with Target 6.1 stating “By 2030, achieve universal and equitable 

access to safe and affordable drinking-water for all”.

However, as land-use pressures and competition for limited water resources intensify through 

population growth, it is clear that the entire water cycle needs to be managed as a whole to ensure 

that limited freshwater resources within are protected. Unless managed effectively, these pressures may 

affect surface-water quality both directly and indirectly, with adverse effects on public health. Emerging 

health concerns in this regard, including through climate change, are increasing prevalence of toxic 

cyanobacterial blooms in addition to on-going threats from pathogens causing cholera, typhoid and 

other enteric diseases.  

In recognition of this need for a holistic approach to water cycle management, Goal 

6 of the SDGs extends beyond human-related targets to capture those concerned 

with the environment: improving ambient water quality (Target 6.3), integrating 

water resources management (Target 6.5) and protecting and restoring water-

related ecosystems (Target 6.6). Protecting surface water for health embraces the 

concept put forward by Goal 6 of the SDGs, recognizing that the protection of water quality and water-

related ecosystems contributes to public health protection. 

Protecting surface water for health 
embraces the concept put forward by Goal 6 
of the SDGs, recognizing that the protection 

of water quality and water-related ecosystems 
contributes to public health protection.

v 



This book provides a structured approach to understanding surface waters and their catchments 

to support the identification, assessment and prioritization of the risks, and the development of 

management strategies for their control, as a basis for providing safe drinking-water. Where source-

water quality is maintained, less treatment effort is needed and the provision of safe drinking-water may 

be achieved with greater reliability. Thus, source-water protection is a key element in a multi-barrier 

approach to the provision of safe drinking-water. This is particularly true in resource limited settings 

where there is a lack of effective and reliable water treatment.

This publication is one of a series of supporting documents that provides guidance on implementing the 

World Health Organization’s (WHO) Guidelines for drinking-water quality (WHO, In preparation-a) and, in 

particular, water safety plans (WSPs). WSPs are considered best practice for water supply management 

with over 90 countries having WSP implementation experience. WHO has produced a number of 

publications to support water safety planning throughout the drinking-water supply chain, including 

the complementary publication Protecting groundwater for health: managing the quality of drinking-

water sources (Schmoll et al., 2006). Protecting surface water for health provides guidance and supporting 

information on the development and application of WSPs in drinking-water catchments to address 

the assessment and control of surface-water hazards in an effective way. Thus, it is anticipated that 

this publication, along with the other WHO publications on WSPs, will support the continued uptake 

and improvement in water safety planning and thereby contribute to the achievement of related SDG 

water targets.
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