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The journey towards realizing the human rights to water and sanitation 

Ladies and gentlemen, Excellencies, dear friends. 

I am honoured and delighted to be given the opportunity of speaking to you of my  ‘vision’ for a 

better world, although of course it is a little daunting to stand in front of you with the aim of 

inspiring! I am lucky, though, to have been given this opportunity on the eve of the adoption of the 

new framework of the Sustainable Development Goals, where our fresh ideas on water, sanitation 

and hygiene are being given a new prominence and an opportunity for a fresh start. Thanks to SIWI 

for this invitation and also for the excellent working relations we have had since I started 

“navigating” the water and sanitation world!  

I still sometimes feel like a bit of a newcomer to this WASH scene, compared to many of the old 

hands I see here. But still and notwithstanding that feeling, today I would like to reflect a little on the 

positive developments that I have experienced since first coming to Stockholm for the World Water 

Week in 2009 and of which I am proud to have been a small, but I hope decisive, part. Having 

been invited in my personal capacity, the views expressed today are exclusively mine and reflect my 

past as UN SR and my present as SWA’s EC and obviously my own personal beliefs and convictions! 

I still very vividly remember that first time I spoke here in Stockholm at WWW in an event 

organized by SIWI about the human right to water and sanitation.  It was in 2009 and the room 

was packed, people were sitting on the floor and by the windows and there was someone next to 

the door, making sure nobody else would enter, as there was literally no more space available. 



 
 
 

Karin Lexen was introducing the session and introducing me! I thought all was going well – my 

presentation seemed clear, there was lots of interest and lots of people, so I felt confident and 

happy. Well, I felt so until Karin opened the floor for questions!  And what happened then was a 

truly traumatizing experience: I was bombarded with questions, challenged and criticized about 

everything I said! Reflecting now more coolly about the type of questions and comments made, I 

see them as a pretty interesting indicator of the beliefs and misunderstandings, anxieties and 

fears that water and sanitation professionals had in 2009 regarding human rights. And why I am 

telling you this story? To show you how we moved a long long way since that episode! The idea 

that “the road to success is paved with failure” very appropriately describes this episode!  

My idea for today is to make you look back and look forward! First, I want to walk you through 

the evolution and progress made over the past 7 years in putting sanitation, hygiene and water 

at a prominent place in the global development agenda – and how their recognition as a human 

right also contributed to greater attention, interest and visibility to our sector. Then I want to 

talk about the future – and how our future work on WASH will be influenced by the HRTWS. I 

will look closer at two issues that are particularly dear to me: inequalities and accountability.  

Let’s start with the past: when I was appointed Special Rapporteur at the end of 2008 and when 

I was first here at Stockholm World Water Week in 2009, the human rights to water and 

sanitation had not been recognized either by the UN General Assembly, or by the Human Rights 

Council. And the truth was that for some people, the reference to human rights raised pretty 

extreme reactions and clear fears  or unfounded hopes – among others it raised expectations 

that such recognition would condone certain views – from both ends of the ideological spectrum 

and all colours in between -  they had about water and sanitation provision.  So having a SR was 

a way to making sure there would be an independent voice for these rights who would interact, 

speak and work with the various stakeholders inside and outside the WASH sector, listen to the 

different voices, explain the content of the rights and do his or her best to convince the world 

that these should be explicitly recognized and subsequently implemented.  



 
 
 

Hence what I tried to do as a SR was to devote my research and UN reports strategically, to 

topics that were either ugly ducklings of the WASH family or that raised an enormous amount of 

emotions, and often ideological and even irrational debates. I realized that these irrational and 

emotional debates – like, to a certain extent, the one I had here in Stockholm in 2009 – were a 

stumbling block to making sure the right was recognized. Hence I wrote first about the right to 

sanitation in 2009 and then about non-state service provision (including private sector 

participation) in 2010. I wanted primarily to make the case that sanitation also was a human 

right – the debates were previously much more centred on water as a right – and second, I 

wanted to explain that human rights were agnostic as to the form of service provision, as long as 

the State made sure they were being respected, protected and fulfilled. I also outlined the human 

rights responsibilities of the private sector. I devoted a huge proportion of my time as 

Rapporteur to elucidating, explaining, answering questions, dissipating fears and doubts 

regarding the implications of recognizing water and sanitation as human rights! Again, I am not 

impartial when talking about these issues, but I am convinced that these reports were an 

important contribution to rationalize and calm down the discussion [as a footnote, I benefitted 

from many of the brains who are today here in this room to prepare not only these and all my 

other reports – thanks to all of you for the hours and days you devoted to the SR’s mandate. 

Then the 28th of July 2010 came and, as you might know, upon a proposal by Bolivia the right to 

water, but also to sanitation was recognized. Again as an anecdote, I flew expressly to NYC to 

meet with the Bolivian Ambassador with a clear idea in mind: convincing him to add the right to 

sanitation to his draft resolution, which had not been included in the initial versions of the draft. 

The recognition however did not solve all the hesitations, doubts and fears I mentioned. I vividly 

remember giving press interviews on the 28th and 29th of July and feeling frustrated, as the 

recognition was only a first step and still so many billions of people did not have access to the 

right. What this meant was that after the establishment of the right, I devoted more and more 

time to not only continuing to explain its meaning, but also its implications for the daily work of 



 
 
 

governments, UN organizations and agencies, international and regional development banks, 

NGOs, water and sanitation providers, among others. This has been maybe some of the most 

gratifying experiences of my life – as I was vey often literally knocking on open doors. The 

enthusiasm and support of the WASH sector to the work I was doing was truly amazing and I 

would dare to say unique, when compared to other human rights! This led me to prepare a 

Handbook on implementing the HRTWS! 

Since then, the HRTWS have been picked up and are being used by States, by service providers, 

including the private sector, development agencies and regulatory bodies are using the rights in 

their development of standards and monitoring processes. The IWA and Aquafed are producing 

a Manual on the rights for their members, to complement the Handbook that I produced last 

year. Obviously, civil society organizations are using the rights in a number of different ways, 

from helping communities understand the rights, and how they can lobby government to 

improve service provision, to those human rights activists who are using the rights in courts of 

law. There has been increased understanding of access to water and sanitation as social, political 

and legal challenges, and not just as technological or geographical challenges. The explicit 

recognition of the human rights to water and sanitation, and the crucial debate that has 

accompanied this recognition has enabled this change in how water, sanitation and hygiene are 

understood. To sum this up, using one of our many water analogies: “water dropping day by day 

wears the hardest rock away!”  

I was extremely lucky to be in a privileged position in the past 6 years, meeting, talking and 

working together with hundreds of persons including many of you who are today in this room. 

This hopefully enabled me – and please bear with me, as I do not want to be pretentious – to 

have had a positive influence on the WASH sector. Sometimes I think that nobody is prophet in 

her own domain, and maybe WASH people were simply curious and intrigued by a lawyer who 

was speaking about WASH! Part of my influence was to explain that  ‘human rights’ is not simply 

some people’s ethical or moral ideas delinked from our lived reality, but that the human rights to 



 
 
 

water and sanitation provide us with tools that require concrete actions, with each of us having a 

clear role to play. I also think that I contributed to an expansion of the vocabulary and discourse 

of many WASH specialists, who now use words like ‘equality’, ‘progressive realisation’ or 

‘obligations’ with the same level of confidence as when they pronounce the words “wastewater”, 

“borehole” or “latrine”, or even, ‘shit’!. Over the last years, I also saw participation and access to 

information having moved from being a ‘good practice’ to being understood as human rights in 

themselves and a key part of how governments can improve access to water and sanitation.  

Hence I believe that the simple appointment and existence of a Special Rapporteur on the human 

right to water and sanitation contributed to giving more visibility to the WASH sector, to placing 

it more prominently on the international development agenda and to putting decision makers – 

at the national and international levels – under a greater pressure to do the right thing when it 

comes to WASH. The human rights to water and sanitation have also helped us understand the 

challenges in ensuring universal access to water and sanitation differently and have made all of 

you in this room human rights implementers, human rights defenders, human rights specialists.  

This – and obviously the efforts of so many of you who are present here in this room – were 

decisive in making sure there will be a Goal on water and sanitation in the SDG agenda This is for 

me a clear evidence that “United we stand, divided we fall”!  

Now I suggest that we look into the future – to examine the influence of the HRTWS in the way 

the world does business in general and we implement the SDGs in particular. What has to 

change? I will address what the rights to water and sanitation demand from us – what we now 

must do, how we have to alter the way we work. As I said already, I will particularly look at 

inequalities and accountability! 

The SDGs encompass a very different philosophy than the MDGs, as human rights principles are 

embedded within them. The SDGs do not continue the simplistic division of the world between 

the rich and the poor, the donors and the aid recipients. The SDGs create a new social compact - 



 
 
 

all have to contribute, all face challenges, the situation in every single country can be improved, 

and each country can contribute to improving the situation in other countries. To meet the SDGs 

we need much more than the allocation of a certain  percentage of budget for ODA. We are now 

speaking about how national budgets will be prepared to ensure a sufficient amount of 

resources is devoted to meetings the SDGs, including sanitation, hygiene and water targets! 

The framework of the new Sustainable Development Goals increases the visibility of water, 

sanitation and hygiene, putting WASH under its own goal, rather than under a general goal for 

the environment, thus demonstrating its centrality for the achievement of so many other goals, 

from eradicating poverty and hunger to improving health and education. The human right to 

water and sanitation is also the only human right – besides gender equality - being specifically 

mentioned in the whole outcome document. This was not an accident, but rather a deliberate 

decision by UN Member States – and we have to act accordingly, as this inclusion challenges and 

changes the way in which we all must work on Sanitation, Water and Hygiene. This explicit 

expression of human rights incorporates a clear definition of what is required of the services - 

they must be affordable and safe, and physically accessible as well as acceptable.  It is no longer 

enough for households and individuals to be counted as having access to water and sanitation if 

the water that they ‘have access’ to is contaminated, or interrupted, or too expensive to buy 

anything but the bare minimum of water for drinking. We cannot recognize States as having 

realized the human rights to water and sanitation if women are still trekking miles to fetch water 

or if girls are missing school because they cannot afford to buy sanitary pads. And even where 

water sources are protected – where is the guarantee that this water will be safe at the point of 

use, when there is not adequate storage in the house, or there is poor knowledge of good 

hygiene practice? Directly expressing the WASH goal as a human right also pushes us as WASH 

sector professionals to think again, and think more clearly about who does not have access to 

water and sanitation and why they do not have access – and to find solutions. The rights 

contribute to making sure that we do a better job. We can be proud that our collective work and 



 
 
 

enthusiasm led directly to this outcome, along with the work of human rights activists, who 

supported us in this process. And I admit that I am personally extremely satisfied, as I feel that 

part of my role as Special Rapporteur was to ensure that human rights were taken seriously, are 

understood and have concrete expression in the vision of our future world, through the 

Sustainable Development Goals. I guess we did it!  

Zooming now into inequalities, the MDGs almost entirely ignored inequalities in access to water 

and sanitation – which has meant that while there has been progress, it has largely been felt by 

the not-so-poor rather than the very poor. Issues of discrimination, marginalization and 

vulnerability have been ignored. I can only assume that when the MDGs were designed, it was 

thought that the ‘other half’ could wait a little longer to gain access to essential services. Taking a 

dramatically different approach, the SDGs have at their centre the principle that a goal can only 

be considered as met if it has been met for all social and economic groups. This is something that 

the JMP post 2015 Working Groups – one of them I was honoured to chair – had called for! This 

vision on the elimination of inequalities will have to have a crucial influence in the way the 

WASH sector works and will do business! I have said in the past, that I would considered myself 

as having failed as a SR if the principle of elimination of inequalities was not incorporated into 

the SDGs – I am happy that it is and see this as the product of so many thousands of people 

around the world!  

The new framework, through the wording in goal 6 as well as goals 5 (on Gender) and 10 (on 

Inequalities) do not leave any room to continue the failing approach of satisfying oneself with 

averages and progress for the not so poor.   Now we have to roll up our sleeves to ensure that we 

have the tools to guarantee that those words written on paper become reality.  

The WASH sector, in my view, has learned a lot in the last years, through the excellent statistical 

and analytical work of the UNICEF / WHO Joint Monitoring Programme on the difference 

between, firstly, halving the proportion of the proportion of the population with access to water 

and sanitation and universal access, and secondly between universal access and the 



 
 
 

requirement, demanded by human rights, of an approach that focuses on the poorest, the most 

marginalized individuals and groups, on those who require the State’s assistance.  

JMP showed us, through their work on inequalities in access according to wealth quintile, that all 

too often progress is reaching the better off people without access. Also GLAAS has 

demonstrated that investments and budgetary allocations have privileged big infrastructures, 

rather than small-scale systems – the latter of which are better suited to serving the most 

marginalized and vulnerable. This analysis has been crucial for the reframing of the post-2015 

development agenda, as well as providing us with evidence of those countries, such as 

Bangladesh, which have managed to ensure that those in the lowest wealth quintile are 

benefiting from improved sanitation. The next step is the understanding that a goal demanding 

universal access by 2030 is not enough, and alone will not help us to reduce inequality. And here 

we should use goal 5 on eliminating gender inequality, and goal 10 on reducing inequality more 

generally. We have to make sure that every programme that we initiate, every project that we 

design and any public policy we adopt looks beyond the averages, beyond the ‘reach the greatest 

number as quickly as possible’ to examine in more detail the individuals that are living in the 

communities that we are hoping to provide WASH services to. We also have to make sure that 

progress, as well as bottlenecks, are monitored – globally, as well as nationally and locally. What 

are the barriers to access that women and girls are experiencing? Are women and girls able to 

participate freely in meetings? Do girls have the same access to education as boys, are women 

receiving adequate maternal health services, including access to water and sanitation in health 

centres? And looking at the implementation of goals 5 and 10, what can access to water and 

sanitation do to improve marginalized individuals’ access to healthcare, to education, to work, to 

housing? How can the realisation of the WASH goal assist in the elimination of inequality? 

So – you can see –the language of human rights has now become completely mainstream – part 

of a global vision for a better, more equal world, where not only has poverty been eradicated and 

gender inequalities have been eliminated, but where improved access to water, sanitation will 



 
 
 

address broader inequalities, because we considered water and sanitation through a human 

rights lens and worked to reduce inequalities.  

And this brings me to another aspect of my vision for the future: and it is called accountability. In 

the current UN SDG jargon it is labelled as “follow up and review”. As you know accountability is 

a core human rights principle, and for the human rights to water and sanitation to be fully 

enforced, authorities, including governments and other duty bearers should be held to account if 

they don’t comply. This is obviously an incentive for States to observe their obligations to realise 

these rights. When talking about the water and sanitation related targets of the SDGs , it has to 

do with following up and reviewing the steps governments have given to making sure the SDG 

sanitation, water and hygiene targets are met by 2030.  You know the MDG’s did not establish an 

accountability framework – and this is clearly something that will change in the SDG era, the 

world being now called upon to establish thematic platforms to ensure follow up and review to 

the Goals. Such platforms and review must be inclusive, multi-stakeholder and reflect the 

various voices in our societies, including of civil society and vulnerable communities. And 

existing structures should be used and adapted to perform these functions. Accountability forms 

part of SWA’s DNA and SWA has already an accountability mechanism in place. Our experience 

over the past years supporting countries to make high level commitments and then following-up 

to them - while by no means perfect -, combines several elements (as the dialogue between 

governments, development partners and civil society) that will hopefully enable SWA to become 

a thematic platform for follow-up and review of the sanitation, water and hygiene SDG targets. 

Such a global accountability framework must be complemented by national and local 

accountability mechanisms. These activities should rely on the monitoring work already done by 

the JMP, but also on GLAAS, GEMI and other non-traditional sources of information. Such work  - 

the monitoring, but also the global accountability framework -  will be crucial for us not to fail on 

the realization of these goals.  



 
 
 

I am firmly determined to continue on the journey of realizing the human rights to water and 

sanitation, to make these rights so mainstream that no WASH professional could imagine their 

work without them. I know that we have already come a long way since 7 years ago. Our 

discussions on the human rights are now based on rational ideas, on clarified obligations and not 

on irrational fears. We can see the road ahead of us, understand the challenges, and find 

solutions. We have been able to translate many of the human rights obligations into concrete 

actions and steps. The human rights to water and sanitation (or indeed any human right) may be 

non-negotiable – but they do require dialogue and discussion, bringing everyone around the 

same table to eliminate inequalities, ensure progressive realization and avoid backward steps. 

I feel sure that this journey will be successful – that by 2030 there WILL be universal access to 

water and sanitation.  

Knowing myself, I fear that even then I will not be satisfied, but will still be pushing for greater 

equalities and better levels of service.  

When it comes to water, sanitation and hygiene, but also to global development in general, I 

truly feel as the song says: “the best is yet to come”!  

You can invite me back – we will see how far we have got?  

 


