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Water is a Human Right

Water is essential for life. You might
think this would make access to clean
drinking water a fundamental human
right. You would be wrong. There is no
explicit formal international legal right
to water.

If the right to life is the right from
which all others flow, the absence of
this right to water from international
law represents a major anomaly. For
the sake of the more than one billion
people worldwide who cannot reach or
afford clean water, it is an anomaly
that needs correcting urgently.
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Justice for the world's poor

Across the world people are beginning to
argue that access to safe, affordable and
sufficient water is a human right. WDM is
joining with this global movement in
calling for governments to formally
recognise the human right to water at the
national level and to work to establish a
formal UN treaty to ensure that this right
is implemented and enforced worldwide.

Success stories

In October 2004, in a national referendum
the people of Uruguay, with over 60 per
cent of the vote, agreed to amend their
constitution to recognise that clean water
and sanitation was a fundamental human
right that should be available to everyone.
Additionally, they voted in favour of water
remaining in government hands and that
social concerns should take precedence
over economic considerations when
making decisions about water policies.

This is an important development. The
people of Uruguay were the first to vote to
recognise the human right to water. This
success was the result of a two-year
struggle led by a network of trade
unionists, human rights groups and
environmental campaigns.

Now, Argentinean groups are hoping
to organise a similar constitutional
amendment; while the Bolivian

President, Evo Morales said in his
inauguration speech: “Water
cannot be treated as a commercial
transaction because from the moment
that it is privatized, human rights are
violated. Water services must be public
services.”



At the international level

“The human right to water is indispensable for leading a life in
human dignity. It is a prerequisite for the realisation of other human
rights ... Water should be treated as a social and cultural good, and
not primarily as an economic good ... Water, and water facilities and

services, must be affordable for all”.

UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights in General

Comment No. 15 (2002)

The UN Committee on Economic and
Social Rights is not alone. Various
international institutions and conventions
have begun to recognise that access to
clean drinking water and sanitation
should be a human right. These include
the World Health Organisation, the
Convention on the Rights of the Child and
the Convention to End Discrimination
Against Women.

A treaty to recognise the right to
water and sanitation

Access to water should not be dependent
on ability to pay. Access to water is a
basic human right; as such it should enjoy
full legal protection. If individual states
and international institutions were held
legally accountable for their failure to
protect the right to water it could result in
the kind of radical action required to begin
to address the global water crisis.

An international right to water agreement
would recognise the responsibility of
governments to respect, protect and fulfil
the right to water, but the requirement to
respect and abide by such an
international agreement should also
extend to corporations, international

financial institutions and donors. This
would mean that they could be held
accountable if they were involved in
violations of the human right to water.

Such an agreement would also cement
the central responsibility of governments,
working alongside communities, in the
delivery of water and sanitation systems.
It would also put an end to the water
privatisation schemes that have failed to
significantly boost access to clean water
and sanitation, especially where they
have resulted from conditions levied for
debt, aid and cheap loans.

“Access to water is a
fundamental human need
and therefore a basic
human right”

United Nations
Secretary General

The treaty might also put pressure on
both governments and donors to
significantly scale up their support to the
water sector in order to ensure that the
right to water and sanitation becomes a
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reality for everyone. Weak public water
providers could also be held accountable
and the right to water would serve as an
additional pressure on such providers to
improve the service they provide to their
users.

Additional to a UN treaty, national
governments can also take steps to
incorporate the human right to water in
domestic legislation — just as Uruguay
has done.

Position of the UK government

The UK government has yet to develop a
public position on the human right to

water, and of course this right is not
recognised within UK law.

Such a right would have implications for
the domestic provision of water and
sanitation services. England and Wales
are in the unique position of being the
only places in the world to have a fully
privatised water system.

“The human right to drinking water is
fundamental to life and health. Sufficient
and safe drinking water is a precondition
for the realisation of human rights."

United Nations '‘General Comment' on the
Right to Water 2002

This means that any position that the UK
government takes on the right to water is
unlikely to question the private ownership
of the water supply.

The right to water should

Ensure that affordable access
to clean water is secured and
protected as a basic human
right around the world

Ensure that water systems are
locally, publicly and
democratically owned and
controlled, in a transparent
manner

Prevent governments, the
private water industry and
international financial
institutions and others from
interfering with the human right
to water



But, it is critical that any new treaty WDM position
recognising the human right to water, also

recognises the need for water to remain The World Development Movement
in public ownership, as this is the only supports the international campaign to
viable way to guarantee universal establish an explicit and enforceable right
coverage. Control of the water supply to water which recognises the need to
must also remain with governments, keep water in public hands. As part of
public entities and communities. Private this, we are members of Friends of the
control of water has demonstrably failed Right to Water, an international group of
to deliver for those most in need. water activists from many countries.
TAKE ACTION
1. Write to or email the foreign office and demand tha  t they publicly

support an enforceable human right to water.
http://www.wdm.org.uk/campaigns/aid/action/waterfor all

2. Write to Hilary Benn MP, Secretary of State for  International
Development, and ask him to financially and politic ally support
public solutions to the global water crisis as outl ined above. Write

to him at the Department for International Development, 1 Palace
Street, London SW1E 5HE.

World Development Movement
66 Offley Road

London

SW9 OLS

www.wdm.org.uk
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