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Foreword

Every day, millions of women and school-age children - almost always girls - spend 
hours walking long distances to fetch water, which may be of poor quality, limited 
quantity or unaffordable. 

For hundreds of years, efforts to improve the delivery of safe drinking water have led to 
gains in public health and huge reductions in child mortality. In the last two decades, 
two billion people gained access to safe drinking water. The returns on investment for 
health, productivity and other factors are estimated at more than three times the cost 
in urban areas, and more than six times the cost in rural areas.

So why do we need another report urging action? 

The first reason is that we face a crisis. Despite our understanding of the benefits of 
safe drinking water and the progress we have made, an estimated two billion people, 
one quarter of the world's population, still go without. Unsafe drinking water is a driv-
ing factor behind the more than 1.5 million people who die every year from diarrhoea, 
most of them infants and small children. Every one of these preventable deaths is a 
tragedy. Meeting the Sustainable Development Goal target of universal access to safe 
drinking water by 2030 will require countries and multilateral organizations to quadru-
ple their investment - a small price to pay for the millions of lives saved.   

The second reason is that the progress we have made on increasing access to drink-
ing water is fragile. Safe water is not a one-time investment. It requires monitoring 
and upkeep. At the same time, external factors threaten to roll back the gains we have 
made. Climate change is driving water scarcity and droughts, while flooding disrupts 
supplies and devastates communities. Pollutants threaten both human health and en-
tire ecosystems. Urbanization and population growth are limiting the ability of cities to 
deliver water to the millions of people living in informal communities and slums, while 
in rural areas, low quality services, waterpoint breakdown, and distant, contaminated 
water sources are a daily reality. 

The third reason is that there is an opportunity. In 2023, for the first time in 50 years, 
the global community—through the United Nations—will review progress and make 
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