






Long before the advent of modern medical care, industrialized countries decreased their levels of water-related disease through

good water management. Yet, even in these countries, outbreaks of water-borne disease continue to occur, sometimes with lethal

consequences. In developing countries, preventable water-related disease blights the lives of the poor. Diseases resulting from

bad hygiene rank among the leading causes of ill-health.

Much of this suffering is needless. Health provides an effective gateway for development and poverty alleviation.

Improving water management is a powerful tool that can be used by individuals, communities and households to protect

their own health.

3.4 million people, mostly children, die annually from water-related diseases. Most of these illnesses and deaths can be

prevented through simple, inexpensive measures. For instance, trachoma remains the leading cause of preventable blindness,

accounting for 146 million acute cases around the world. But the disease is almost unheard of in places where basic water

supply, sanitation and hygiene prevail. 

Safe water supply and adequate sanitation to protect health are among the basic human rights. Ensuring their availability

would contribute immeasurably to health and productivity for development. "Business as usual" is no longer an option. We

don’t have enough time to just wait for large infrastructure investments to provide these basic services to all who need them.

Several simple interventions are available, such as improving the quality of water in the home as well as improving hygiene

education at the household level. Poor people can take charge of their own destinies and improve their lives by applying some

of these measures. But they need to know what works and how such interventions can be exploited. 

World Water Day, celebrated on 22nd March, became an annual event after the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil,

and brought home to millions of people the importance of cherishing a valuable resource which affects our very existence. The

theme for 2001, Water and Health, highlights the opportunities for promoting health and development through safe water.

People everywhere can use this day to raise awareness of the high level of disease and misery that results from bad and

inadequate water sources. People can learn that they need not be victims, but can take matters into their own hands to create

good, clean water for better health.

Gro Harlem Brundtland

Director-General
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F rom outer space, the earth looks like a "blue" planet because most of its

surface is covered by water. But only 2.5% of that water is fresh, and most

of that lies frozen and inaccessible in the icecaps and Greenland, leaving

less than 1% of fresh water accessible in lakes, river channels and underground.

Hydrologists estimate that the average annual flow of all the world’s fresh water

ranges from 35 000 Km3 to 50 000 Km3. Due to a mix of geographical, environmental

and financial factors, as well as to increased pollution from municipal and industrial

waste, the leaching of fertilizers and pesticides used in agriculture, only about one-

third of the world’s potential fresh water can be used for human needs. As pollution

increases, the amount of usable water decreases.

Water contributes much to health. Good health is the essence of development.

However water’s protective role is largely unseen and taken for granted in the

wealthier countries. More attention is paid to it’s role in disease transmission than

health protection. Water contributes to health directly within households through

food and nutrition, and indirectly as a means of maintaining a healthy, diverse

environment. These two precious resources — water and health — together could

enhance prospects for development.
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WATER AND HEALTH: 

Chapter One

Two precious resources linked to one another



WATER & DEVELOPMENT: THE HEALTH CONNECTION

The poor are more susceptible to ill-health than are the well-off. They lack adequate

supplies of safe water and safe methods of disposing of their wastes.

Lack of water and sanitation create ideal conditions under which faecal

oral diseases thrive.

Study after study has shown that where a community improves its

water supply, hygiene and/or sanitation then health improves. For

example, diarrhoea can be reduced by 26% when basic water, hygiene

and sanitation are supplied. Yet statistics tell a terrible story. Forty

percent of the world's 6 billion people have no acceptable means of

sanitation, and more than 1 billion people draw their water from

unsafe sources.

The World Health Organization says diarrhoeal diseases remain a

leading cause of illness and death in the developing world. Every year,

about 2.2 million people die from diarrhoea; 90% of these deaths are

among children, mostly in developing countries. A significant number

of deaths are due to a single type of bacteria, Shigella, which causes

dysentery or bloody diarrhoea. It is readily controlled by improving

hygiene, water supply and sanitation. Although no vaccine exists and

antibiotics may be inaccessible to many people, an effective intervention

is available. The simple act of washing hands with soap and water

reduces Shigella and other types of diarrhoea by up to 35%.

WATER MANAGEMENT TO REDUCE HEALTH RISKS
The transmission of disease is also rife among vulnerable communities because they live

in environments receptive to the breeding of insect vectors that carry parasites such as

malaria, filaria and trypanosomes. Most of these need water for part of their life-cycle.

300 million people suffer from malaria and in sub-Saharan Africa alone malaria kills an
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WATER AND HEALTH LINKS

Consumption: Most people 
drink around 2 litres of water
each day. Contaminated water
can transmit diseases such as 
typhoid, cholera and hepatitis.

The use of soap and water for 
peronal hygiene helps prevent
trachoma and scabies.

Food safety:  Washing fruit and
vegetables with water is a 
recipe for good health.

Water-related insect vectors 
cause one million deaths per
year through malaria alone.
Basic water management helps
control malaria carrying 
mosquitoes and minimizes the
consequences of pesticide and
drug resistance.

Water supports the ecosystems
and biodiversity that contribute
to drug development.

Species harmful to humans
thrive where ecosystems are 
disrupted.

Mismanagement of irrigation
fosters schistosomiasis but can
be controlled through
good water management.

People worldwide enjoy water
for rest, relaxation and exercise. 

Water-based diseases like
guinea-worm remain
problematic. Improving water
supply is a cornerstone of the
global effort to eradicate
guinea-worm.

Forty-five per cent of the 
world's food production comes
from irrigated agriculture. This 
form of cultivation will have to 
expand to keep pace with
population growth.
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