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The General Assembly Third Committee: Social Humanitarian & Cultural 

Topic: The Human Rights to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation 

 

 

Countries in the General Assembly Third Committee:   

All Member States 

 

Introduction: 

Water is one of the most basic human needs, yet 884 million people don’t have access to safe 

drinking water. This is a serious threat to human health and human dignity and also creates a barrier to 

economic and social development. Contamination, climate change and poor infrastructure create urgent 

problems for millions of people. Lack of proper sanitation is one of the largest causes for drinking water 

contamination. Forty percent of the population worldwide lives with insufficient sanitation procedures, 

primarily in the form of living without bathrooms. This population is one of the poorest in the world and 

are at the highest risk of disease and death due to contamination of drinking water.  

 

As a health issue, lack of water infrastructure is one of the biggest barriers of access to clean 

water and sanitation. Waste and garbage leak toxins and spread dangerous bacteria which can cause 

infections. Existing infrastructure is often worn down, made with hazardous materials like lead and often 

vulnerable to natural disaster. Increasing the number of sanitation facilities and the quality of 

infrastructure has been a long-time goal of the United Nations. However, the costs of fixing infrastructure 

is extremely high. This leads to continued use of old systems and can place unequal cost on low-income 

users. Even when new facilities for clean water and sanitation are in place, many are forced to still use old 

systems or to make long trips to wells or springs, or to use old sanitation facilities. Once in place, getting 

people to use the new infrastructure and facilities is difficult as well. Public awareness about how waste 

can spread illness to drinking water and how to access potable water is a key to increasing access to 

both.  

 

The first plan to address clean water and sanitation was developed at the United Nations Water 

Conference in 1977. The Conference aimed to assess the status of water access and water usage, avoid a 

global water crisis, and monitor water use with regard to natural hazards, health and pollution control. 

The Conference laid the base framework for global water policy and water management, and is still used 

as a starting point for State policies. The Conference resolutions and final report committed Members to 

improving water quality and sanitation standards by 1990. This led directly to the International Drinking 

Water Supply and Sanitation Decade of 1981-1990. The decade focused international attention on 

ensuring access to safe water supplies and focused on areas without enough sanitation facilities. These 

policies still let Member States charge users for access to clean water and for infrastructure development.  

 

The 1992 Dublin Statement laid out four guidelines for Member States at the local, national and 

international levels. These guidelines include: States should use a holistic approach to water management; 
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development should be participatory and include members of relevant communities from the bottom up; 

women are integral to the safeguarding of water; and though water is a human right, it should also be 

recognized as an economic good. The Dublin Statement helped move Member States toward sustainable 

usage of water and helped to reverse trends of over consumption, pollution, and rising threats from 

drought and floods. Sustainable water and sanitation systems were also included in the Agenda 21, the 

outcome document of the 1992 Earth Summit.  

 

In 2003, the United Nations declared the International Year of Freshwater, increasing awareness 

and changing individual behaviors in water use, sanitation and hygiene; encouraged participation of 

communities; set national targets and plans to generate investment; and increased regulations for water 

management that take into account both public health and ecosystem needs. In 2005, the United Nations 

began the International Decade for Action ‘Water for Life’ 2005-2015. Its goal was to promote 

international efforts in policies on water. The campaign helped to build cooperation between governments 

over international water disputes, but has only begun the steps to bridge economic interests and public 

need.  

In 2010, the United Nations General Assembly declared access to safe drinking water and 

sanitation a human right. Declaring access to safe drinking water and sanitation a human right makes 

sure that States are obligated to provide clean drinking water and sanitation to their citizens. Legally, this 

should include providing equal access to both and preventing barriers to access. Although the Dublin 

Statement does not define affordability; the United Nations has a suggested that no more than three 

percent of household income should go towards water and sanitation. Because utility companies have 

significantly more political power than citizens, especially poor populations, policies have not caught up 

to this suggested percentage.  

 

What to do now? 

 

Currently there is more than enough fresh water on the planet to provide water for all but, due to 

poor economies and infrastructure, millions of people die from lack of water supply, sanitation and 

hygiene each year. Since 1990, 2.1 billion people have gained access to improved sanitation facilities, but 

many still face drought and water shortages, poor infrastructure, contamination and natural disaster. 

While the United Nations has focused on public awareness, updated infrastructure, public education 

campaigns and open access to water all require a lot of money and need to be completed as soon as 

possible. Some Member States, however, don’t want to spend that money, are unable to complete these 

projects by themselves or are simply unable to focus on the issue due to conflict within their State. What 

can the General Assembly do to ensure the commitment of all countries to develop water infrastructure, 

lower barriers of access, and provide clean water to all citizens? What can be done to convince countries 

to adopt practices that combat climate change and the increasing scarcity of potable drinking water? 

 

 

Key terms to know: 

 

 Sanitation: The facilities and services that ensures proper disposal of waste to prevent water 

contamination. 
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 Water Infrastructure: The basic systems and services that a country needs in order to provide 

citizens with potable water. This includes the man-made or built infrastructure components, such 

as man-made dams, levees, sanitation facilities, etc. as well as natural infrastructure, such as 

rivers, lakes, streams, groundwater aquifers, etc.  

 

 Barriers of Access: The financial and physical obstacles that prevent citizens from obtaining 

clean drinking water.  

 

 Potable Water: Water that is safe to drink and use in daily needs 

 

 Dublin Statement: Recognizes the increasing scarcity of water as a result of conflicting uses and 

overuses of water as well as four guiding principles on how to address it 

 

 Human Right: Rights inherent to all human beings, regardless of race, sex, nationality, ethnicity, 

language, religion, or any other status. 

 

 Equal Access: The sufficient and continuous water supply to all citizens, regardless of income. 

 

 Member States: A State (country) that is a member of an international organization. 

 

Questions to consider: 

 

 What policies and programs can States put in place to ensure the human right to safe drinking 

water and sanitation?  

 With safe drinking water and sanitation as a human right, what responsibility do States and the 

private sector have to protect the natural environment and their natural water supplies?  

 How can States best address issues of natural water scarcity?  

 How does the privatization of water affect the human right to safe drinking water? 

 

For further research: 

 

 Water, Sanitation and Hygiene: http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/water-sanitation-and-

hygiene/ 

 The Right to Water and Sanitation Toolkit: 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/escr/pages/water.aspx 

 International Decade for Action ‘Water For Life’ 2005-2015: 

http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml 

 

 

Additional research suggestion: Try searching in the News tab on Google for your assigned country using 

the terms “Water Infrastructure,” “Clean Drinking Water,” “Potable Water,” etc.   

http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/water-sanitation-and-hygiene/
http://www.unwater.org/water-facts/water-sanitation-and-hygiene/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/issues/escr/pages/water.aspx
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml

