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9. Within the limited time available between taking up office and the need to submit this preliminary report, the independent expert has consulted different stakeholders as widely as possible. On a preliminary and informal basis, she has discussed her mandate with some States. She has also had preliminary and informal discussions with the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in both Geneva and New York, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations Secretary-General’s Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation (UNSGAB), UN-Water and OHCHR. She also had the occasion to meet with the Senior Adviser to the President of the General Assembly on water issues and her team in New York, in addition to holding discussions with some non-governmental organizations, national 

human rights institutions and academic institutions that are working in the area of water and 

sanitation.  

16. Other binding international human rights instruments refer to access to safe drinking water and sanitation explicitly, as for example the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and International Labour Organization Convention (ILO) No. 161 (1985) concerning Occupational Health Services. At the regional level, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child and the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa include specific provisions on access to water. International humanitarian law, particularly the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, also refers to the obligation to provide drinking water for prisoners of war and internees. Moreover, in Additional Protocols I and II to the Geneva Conventions it is prohibited, both in international and non-international armed conflict, “to attack, destroy, remove or render useless for that purpose, objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian population, such as … drinking water installations and supplies and irrigation works”.

22. Sanitation has been identified in a poll of over 11,000 participants, organized by the British Medical Journal (BMJ), as the most important medical breakthrough since 1840 (the year the first issue of the journal appeared) - beating antibiotics, vaccines, anaesthesia and the discovery of the DNA structure. However, according to United Nations agencies, access to improved sanitation remains a promise unfulfilled for nearly 40 per cent of the world’s population (c. 2.5 billion).17 Globally, it is estimated that 1.6 million people die each year from water and sanitation-related causes - the vast majority of those affected being children under 5. Tragically, as of 2006, 23 per cent of the world’s population still had no access to any sanitation and practised open defecation.

24. In addition, improved access to sanitation would increase school attendance, especially for girls, and help schoolchildren to learn better. It is estimated that lack of access to water and sanitation results in 443 million lost school days each year because of water-related illnesses. In addition, girls can be prevented from attending school because of a lack of toilets (or of girls-only toilets).23

26. Despite the benefits of ensuring access to sanitation, it remains the most neglected and

most off-track of the Millennium Development Goal (MDG) targets. According to estimates from 2008, meeting the Millennium Development target for sanitation requires ensuring access to improved sanitation for 1.4 billion people by 2015, or on average 173 million people per year. Although there has been increased access to improved sanitation, WHO and UNICEF estimate that if current trends continue, the total number of people without access to improved sanitation will only have decreased slightly by 2015 - to 2.4 billion people. Even though these observations are extremely concerning, States and the international community have not done enough to respond. For example, according to the 2008 UN-Water Global Annual Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water (GLAAS), external development assistance for sanitation comprises only 37 per cent of the total aid to the sanitation and drinking-water sectors combined. As of now, the global sanitation crisis has not yet been able to galvanize concerted national and international action. Sanitation has, in fact, historically been viewed as a lower priority than water supply and has attracted less investment.

28. When the independent expert took up her mandate in 2008, it was the International Year of Sanitation. Numerous initiatives have been undertaken in celebration of this year. For example, regional ministerial conferences have been held on issues related to sanitation and specific fund-raising efforts have focused on providing resources to targeted sanitation programmes. Local initiatives have also been launched to raise awareness about issues related to sanitation and hygiene. More broadly, and even before the International Year of Sanitation, international efforts have been organized, such as the Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for All (WASH) campaign, which have placed an emphasis on children and youth and gender-sensitive hygiene education. Also on 15 October 2008, Global Handwashing Day was celebrated in over 70 countries with initiatives aimed at making handwashing with soap before eating and after using the toilet into a life-saving habit.

