
DRINKING WATER
An urgent call to action to accelerate progress 

on ensuring safe drinking water for all

State of the World’s



S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R

State of the world’s drinking water: an urgent call to action to accelerate progress on ensuring safe 
drinking water for all

ISBN 978-92-4-006080-7 (electronic version) 
ISBN 978-92-4-006081-4 (print version)

© World Health Organization 2022

Some rights reserved. This work is available under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 3.0 IGO licence (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO; https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo). 

Under the terms of this licence, you may copy, redistribute and adapt the work for non-commercial 
purposes, provided the work is appropriately cited, as indicated below. In any use of this work, there 
should be no suggestion that WHO endorses any specific organization, products or services. The use of 
the WHO logo is not permitted. If you adapt the work, then you must license your work under the same 
or equivalent Creative Commons licence. If you create a translation of this work, you should add the 
following disclaimer along with the suggested citation: “This translation was not created by the World 
Health Organization (WHO). WHO is not responsible for the content or accuracy of this translation. The 
original English edition shall be the binding and authentic edition”. 

Any mediation relating to disputes arising under the licence shall be conducted in accordance with 
the mediation rules of the World Intellectual Property Organization (http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/
mediation/rules/).

Suggested citation. WHO, UNICEF, World Bank. State of the world’s drinking water: an urgent call to 
action to accelerate progress on ensuring safe drinking water for all. Geneva: World Health Organization; 
2022. Licence: CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO.

Cataloguing-in-Publication (CIP) data. CIP data are available at http://apps.who.int/iris.

Sales, rights and licensing. To purchase WHO publications, see http://apps.who.int/bookorders. To 
submit requests for commercial use and queries on rights and licensing, see https://www.who.int/copyright. 

Third-party materials. If you wish to reuse material from this work that is attributed to a third party, 
such as tables, figures or images, it is your responsibility to determine whether permission is needed 
for that reuse and to obtain permission from the copyright holder. The risk of claims resulting from 
infringement of any third-party-owned component in the work rests solely with the user.

General disclaimers. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this 
publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of WHO concerning the 
legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its 
frontiers or boundaries. Dotted and dashed lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which 
there may not yet be full agreement.

The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are 
endorsed or recommended by WHO in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. 
Errors and omissions excepted, the names of proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.

All reasonable precautions have been taken by WHO to verify the information contained in this 
publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either 
expressed or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the 
reader. In no event shall WHO be liable for damages arising from its use. 

The named authors alone are responsible for the views expressed in this publication. 

Publication design by Blossom.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
http://www.wipo.int/amc/en/mediation/rules/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/igo/
http://apps.who.int/iris/
http://apps.who.int/bookorders
https://www.who.int/copyright


S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R A N U R G E N T C A L L T O AC T I O N T O AC C E L E R AT E PR O G R E S S O N E N S U R I N G S A F E D R I N K I N G WAT E R F O R A L L 3

Acknowledgements

This report is the result of collaboration between a large number of contributors, reviewers and editors. 
The development of the report was led by Jennifer de France (Team Leader, Drinking-water Quality and 
Safety, WHO) in coordination with Jorge Alvarez-Sala (Senior Advisor for Water and Climate Resilient 
Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) a.i., UNICEF) and Chloe Viola (Senior Water Supply and 
Sanitation Specialist, World Bank). It was developed under the overall direction and guidance of Bruce 
Gordon (Coordinator of Water, Sanitation, Hygiene and Health, WHO) and Kelly Ann Naylor (Director, 
Water, Sanitation, Hygiene (WASH) & Climate, Environment, Energy, and Disaster Risk Reduction 
(CEED), UNICEF). Thanks are due to Jennifer Sara and Saroj Jha (former and current Global Director 
for the Water Global Practice at the World Bank, respectively) for contributing to and supporting the 
conception of this report. Clarissa Brocklehurst acted as lead writer and managing editor and Simon 
Mead as editor.

This document benefited from the valuable contributions of Betsy Engebretson, Fiona Gore, Rick 
Johnston, Batsirai Majuru and Angella Rinehold at WHO; Tom Slaymaker at UNICEF and Joel Kolker 
and Gustavo Saltiel at the World Bank.

The authors are grateful to the many others who assisted with contributions and review including 
Ashanti Bleich, Joanna Esteves Mills, Mark Hoeke, Rory McKeown, Oliver Schmoll and Nghia Ton at 
WHO; Jose Gesti Canuto, Guy Hutton and Nicolas Osbert at UNICEF; Sarah Keener and Si Gou from 
the World Bank’s Water Global Practice; Zehra Shabbir and Rich Thorsten at Water.org; Tara Bartnik, 
Vincent Casey, Md Khairul Islam, Md Tahmidul Islam and Hasin Jahan at WaterAid; Marieke Adank, 
Juste Nansi and Stef Smits at IRC; Karl Linden at the University of Colorado Boulder; Rob Hope at the 
University of Oxford; Guy Howard at the University of Bristol; and Harold Lockwood and Bill Twyman  
at Aguaconsult.



4 S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R

Contents

1 2 3

Acknowledgements

Foreword

Acronyms
and abbreviations

Executive summary

Endnotes

WHY IS THIS REPORT 
NECESSARY? 

1.1 
Defining the challenge

1.2 
Things you need to 
know before reading 
this report

WHY INVEST IN 
SAFELY MANAGED 
DRINKING WATER? 

2.1 
Safely managed 
drinking water 
protects health

2.2 
Smart investment in 
safe drinking water 
mitigates and builds 
resilience to climate 
change

2.3 
Safely managed 
drinking water has 
positive economic 
impacts

2.4
Safely managed 
drinking water is good 
for society as a whole

WHAT IS THE STATUS 
OF PROGRESS IN 
DRINKING WATER?

3.1
Monitoring drinking 
water services

3.2
Status of drinking 
water services in 
households

3.3 
Status of drinking 
water services in 
schools

3.4 
Status of drinking 
water services in 
health care facilities

3.5 
Status of drinking 
water quality

3.6
The impact of climate 
change on drinking 
water services

16

17

18

22

23

26

30

31

36

37

38

42

45

47

56

3

8 

10

11

104



S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R A N U R G E N T C A L L T O AC T I O N T O AC C E L E R AT E PR O G R E S S O N E N S U R I N G S A F E D R I N K I N G WAT E R F O R A L L 5

4 5 6
WHAT IS THE STATUS  
OF THE POLICY, 
REGULATORY 
AND FINANCING 
FRAMEWORK FOR 
DRINKING WATER?

4.1 
Status of national 
drinking water policies 
and plans

4.2
Status of policy 
regarding reaching 
poor populations
 
4.3
Status of regulation 
of drinking water 
services

4.4
The cost of achieving 
universal safely 
managed drinking 
water supply

4.5
How much is being 
invested, and where is 
it coming from?

GOVERNMENTS CAN 
ACCELERATE DRINKING 
WATER SUPPLY PROGRESS 
WITH PROVEN, EFFECTIVE 
APPROACHES

6.1 
Good governance begins 
with leadership, effective 
coordination and regulation 

6.2 
Smart public finance 
unlocks effective household  
and private investment 

6.3 
Capacity at all levels drives 
progress and sustains 
services 

6.4
Reliable data support 
better decision-making and 
stronger accountability
 
6.5
Innovation leads to better 
approaches and meets 
emerging challenges 

6.6
Looking ahead: A pathway 
to 2030

IMAGINING A BETTER 
FUTURE: A DRAMATIC 
ACCELERATION 
IN PROGRESS IS 
POSSIBLE

5.1 
The SDG 6 
Acceleration 
Framework

5.2 
Countries are rising 
to the challenge

 

 
 

58

59

62

 

62

67

69

76

77

86

91

95

98

102

72

73

74



6 S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R

Tables, 
figures  
and boxes 

TABLES 
TABLE 1: JMP drinking water service ladders for households, schools and health care facilities

FIGURES 
FIGURE 1:  Progress in coverage of drinking water services between 2000 and 2020, 

percentage of global population
FIGURE 2: Regional drinking water coverage, 2015-2020, %
FIGURE 3:  Disparities in accessibility, availability and quality of drinking water within 

countries and areas, rural and urban, 2020
FIGURE 4:  Inequalities in safely managed drinking water services and its elements, Chad, 

2019
FIGURE 5: Global coverage of drinking water in schools, 2021, %
FIGURE 6:  School-age population lacking basic water services at school, 2015-2021, by SDG 

region, (millions)
FIGURE 7:  Risk of faecal contamination of drinking water by source type in rural schools in 12 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 2017, %
FIGURE 8:  Coverage of water services in health care facilities in 59 countries and areas by 

SDG region in 2021, %
FIGURE 9:  Proportion of population using improved drinking water sources free from 

contamination by region in 2020, %
FIGURE 10:  Percentage of population using drinking water sources by risk of faecal 

contamination, selected surveys, 2014-2020, %
FIGURE 11:  Water quality by source type, by country
FIGURE 12:  Drinking water free from contamination at point f collection and point of use, 

selected countries, 2012-2018, %
FIGURE 13:  Quality of drinking water in households with contaminated sources that report 

appropriate household water treatment, in 20 countries, %
FIGURE 14:  Drinking water is most contaminated among the poorest and rural populations in 

Gambia
FIGURE 15: Population living in areas with high probability of arsenic in groundwater  
       exceeding 10 μg/L

19

38
39

40

41
43

43

44

46

48

49
50

52

52

53

54



S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R A N U R G E N T C A L L T O AC T I O N T O AC C E L E R AT E PR O G R E S S O N E N S U R I N G S A F E D R I N K I N G WAT E R F O R A L L 7

55
57

60
 

64
70
71

 
103

20
21
27 
29
33
35
48
56
61
63
65
66
68
74
75
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
84
87
88
89
90
92
92
94
96
96
97

97
99
99

100
101
101
102

FIGURE 16: Population in areas with high probability of fluoride exceeding 1.5 mg/L 
FIGURE 17: UNICEF Extreme Water Vulnerability Index
FIGURE 18:  Number of countries reporting formally approved urban and rural drinking water policies 

supported by resourced plans
FIGURE 19:  Percentage of countries with regulatory authorities that publish publicly accessible reports on 

drinking water quality and quality of service delivery in urban and rural areas
FIGURE 20: Sources of funding and finance for drinking water (24 countries)
FIGURE 21: Breakdown of water supply aid disbursements, basic versus large systems, 2010–2020
FIGURE 22: Progress in safely managed drinking water services and acceleration required to meet  
        SDG Target 6.1

BOXES
BOX 1: Definitions
BOX 2: Water safety plans
BOX 3: Key impacts of climate change on drinking water
BOX 4: Working with nature protects water availability and quality for the city of Beijing
BOX 5: Water carriage and gender in India
BOX 6: Water sector interventions contribute to urban peacebuilding in Tripoli, Lebanon
BOX 7: E. coli bacteria as an indicator of faecal contamination of drinking water
BOX 8: Other chemicals and contaminants of concern
BOX 9: Common management models for drinking water supply
BOX 10: Regulation
BOX 11: Policies to require and enforce water safety planning
BOX 12: Clarifying mandates for drinking water regulation in Ghana
BOX 13: Understanding water sector funding and financing
BOX 14: The ONEWASH National Programme in Ethiopia
BOX 15: Government commitment to household tap connections for all rural dwellers in India
BOX 16: A multi-tiered approach to regulation in Mozambique covers all types of service providers
BOX 17: The willingness of the regulator in Kenya to apply sanctions has improved service delivery
BOX 18: Transparent regulation results in better service delivery in Portugal
BOX 19: Dramatic utility performance improvement in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
BOX 20: Government policy drives successful utilitization of rural water supply in Uganda
BOX 21: Changes in policy and regulation support professionalization of low-cost manual drilling
BOX 22: Taking a risk-based approach to mandated water quality monitoring in Viet Nam
BOX 23: Embedding water safety planning in national policy in Bangladesh
BOX 24: Strategic use of public sector funds in Mexico and Peru
BOX 25: In Viet Nam, a partnership builds the financial health of the Da Nang water utility
BOX 26: Borrowing on the domestic capital market by water utilities in Kenya
BOX 27:  Incorporating repayable household finance into the government’s programme for water supply in India
BOX 28: Building capacity for district master planning in Burkina Faso
BOX 29: Building the capacity of small water utilities in Indonesia
BOX 30:  Addressing gender diversity in the water sector in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Malawi
BOX 31: Research influences regulatory reform to safeguard drinking water quality in Uganda
BOX 32:  Water quality testing in household surveys leads to a new strategy and monitoring system in Nigeria
BOX 33: Rapid assessment of drinking water supply systems informs regulations in Serbia
BOX 34:  Digitization of WASH monitoring facilitates evidence-based decision-making in Myanmar and 

Papua New Guinea
BOX 35: Green infrastructure contributes to improved water quality in Brazil
BOX 36: Wastewater reuse reduces pressure on water sources in Singapore, Mexico and Australia
BOX 37: Financial technology supports small water service providers in Cambodia
BOX 38: Using digital platforms to monitor piped water supply systems
BOX 39: Remote sensing to improve drilling success rates in Ethiopia and Madagascar
BOX 40: FundiFix: An innovative approach to professionalized maintenance in Kenya



8 S TAT E O F T H E WO R L D ' S D R I N K I N G WAT E R

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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