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The SDGs and Water for Sustainable
Development

 

The new Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted by
the United Nations General Assembly on 25 September 2015,
following three years of preparations and two years of
negotiations. The SDGs are universal, transformative, and
ambitious, reflecting the world we want in 2030 as set out in the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the outcomes of
the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
(Rio+20) in 2012. They will replace the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), focus global efforts on eradicating poverty in all
forms, and build peaceful, just, and inclusive societies. But how do
we assess their performance, and what does this tell us about the
future of global development? This comprehensive review of the
SDGs and Water for Sustainable Development highlights critical
findings from international actors. It provides some
recommendations on improving the SDGs to achieve SDG Target
6.5 By 2030 and ensure all access to water and sanitation.
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Introduction
 The international community has recognized water’s critical role in

sustainable development. Water is at the core of sustainable
development and essential for socio-economic development,
healthy ecosystems, and human survival. The UN General
Assembly has declared 2013–2022 as International Decade for
Action Water for Sustainable Development (IDWSSD). According to
UN-Water, sixty-six percent of all deaths in developing countries
happen due to poor sanitation and unclean water. According to
The World Bank, almost 1 billion people lack access to safe
drinking water. Access to clean water can lead to better health
outcomes through improved sanitation services. Improved
hygiene practices can reduce disease transmission rates.
Improved water sources also improve educational opportunities
and productivity because children can attend school more
regularly without walking long distances to collect water. 
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Increased productivity is evident in agriculture, where irrigation
with improved water sources allows farmers to produce higher
yields, leading to increased income generation and food security,
reducing malnutrition rates. Evidence-based research shows a
direct correlation between health, education, economic growth,
and access to clean water sources, especially for those in poverty.
By 2035 over half of humanity will live in areas with absolute water
scarcity or significant stress on its availability from competing
demands such as industry or agriculture, leaving little or no
margin for error when providing sufficient quantities of quality
freshwater resources sustainably. Keeping this in mind,
international organizations such as UNESCO and WHO are
working to ensure that water issues become part of national
agendas, regional policies, and international agreements. There is
an urgent need for effective action based on sound scientific
knowledge to safeguard our future generations against increasing
global pressures while ensuring equitable access to water and
sanitation worldwide.
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International organizations must collaborate with governments,
local communities, private sector stakeholders and civil society
organizations to build capacity across all relevant sectors toward
achieving sustainable development goals by 2030.

Goal 6 – Ensure access to water and
sanitation for all

Getting clean water and sanitation to everyone on Earth is a tall
order. In 2015, only 69% of people globally had access to
improved drinking water sources—such as piped water into their
home, yard, or plot; public standpipes, or protected wells—and
39% had basic sanitation such as flush toilets. ( World Health
Organization) We still have a lot of work to achieve our goal of
universal access to safe water. According to UNICEF, almost 4
million children die yearly from diseases related to lack of safe
drinking water and poor sanitation. And according to WaterAid, 
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over 700 million women and girls worldwide don’t have enough
privacy when they go to the toilet. These issues aren’t just
problems in developing countries either. Millions of Americans are
affected by contaminated tap water each year. And even though
some states require annual testing for contaminants like lead in
municipal drinking water systems, many utilities are exempt from
these tests because they provide service to less than 10,000
customers (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency). When it comes
down to it, getting clean water and adequate sanitation facilities
should be a human right – not something that depends on where
you live or how much money you make. But unfortunately, we
haven’t yet reached that point. That is why Goal 6 of the SDGs
focuses on ensuring all access to water and sanitation. The goal
includes three targets: 
1) By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe and
affordable drinking water for all; 
2) By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable sanitation
and hygiene for all; 
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3) By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution,
eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous
chemicals and materials, halving the proportion of untreated
wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse
globally. Each target has indicators, but here I’ll focus on Target 1
since it relates explicitly to water. Indicator 91 measures progress
toward Target 1, which measures whether people have access to
an improved drinking-water source. An improved drinking-water
source means a household connection; a Public standpipe,
borehole, or protected well; a Tube well with a hand pump; a
Protected dug well; a Rainwater collection; or an Unprotected
spring. So what does that mean? Does having an improved
drinking-water source mean that your household gets piped water
delivered directly into your house? No! It could also mean bringing
water delivered to your house through a public standpipe or
protected well. Or maybe you get water delivered to your home
through a tube well with a hand pump.
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Or maybe you collect rainwater using barrels. Or perhaps you
collect rainwater using buckets. As long as it meets one of those
criteria, then it counts! That said, there are some limitations to
indicator 91. For example, having an improved drinking-water
source doesn’t necessarily mean that the water is safe to drink!
Many people who rely on an improved drinking-water source still
contract diarrhea and other illnesses due to contamination from
bacteria and viruses.

Midterm Comprehensive Review

The mid-term review is a joint initiative of UN-Water, UNESCO,
UNEP, and WMO to assess progress towards achieving the goals
of Accelerating progress. The United Nations planned assessment
for 2016 (on track or delayed as per International Decade for
Action) to inform preparations for replenishment of national
sustainable development plans in 2017.
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The UN developed an SDG indicator library to support data
collection efforts by countries during the preparation of national
sustainable development plans. It provides indicators with no or
limited data availability (often from household surveys). However,
many countries are still lacking a central reporting system at the
national level needed to gather data on all indicators – creating
data gaps. It has implications for monitoring and reviewing
progress towards meeting international commitments to
implement water-related targets under SDG 6, including those
related to human survival, healthy ecosystems, and socio-
economic development. This midterm review aims to fill these
data gaps by identifying critical questions, information needs, and
lessons learned from existing initiatives/experiences. It will share
good practices among countries and identify priority areas where
they can launch new initiatives and critical activities required to
improve country capacities. It will also identify guide tools available
at regional/international levels that could facilitate the
implementation of water-related targets under SDG 6. Such efforts
will allow a more coherent and effective use of resources for
implementing sustainable development policies. In addition, it will
also enable future reviews to focus on issues identified heretofore
as priorities based on national circumstances and preferences.
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Key findings include: 

* National programmes need clear long term strategies and policy
frameworks linked to sector policies at national level 
* Identify knowledge gaps relevant to goal 6 targets 
* There is need for additional resources to cover costs associated
with maintaining infrastructure 
* Develop regional best practice guidelines based on local
conditions 
* Incorporate gender into program design and implementation
process 
* Focus on building capacity at national level to achieve targets
under SDG 6 
* Improve collaboration between government agencies and civil
society organizations to reach marginalized groups such as
women, indigenous peoples, children and people living with
disabilities 
* Design appropriate mechanisms for measuring progress
towards achieving sustainable development Goals 
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* Consideration should be given to how improved access to safe
drinking water and sanitation might impact other Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) especially Goal 4 reduce child
mortality and Goal 5 improve maternal health. For example, there
may be linkages between safe drinking water programs reducing
diarrheal diseases, which cause high mortality rates among
children under five.  

Conclusion
 The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were a set of time-

bound goals with specific targets that all United Nations Member
States agreed on in 2000. The MDGs raised awareness about
critical global issues such as child mortality, maternal health,
malaria, and clean water. They have also increased political will to
address these issues. The MDG framework is still relevant to 
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tracking progress towards meeting development objectives. While
many governments have successfully taken steps to achieve MDG
targets, some countries are falling behind in implementing
essential strategies for sustainable development, including
improving access to drinking water. In addition, there is growing
concern that current economic models do not adequately account
for environmental factors such as climate change and biodiversity
loss. If current trends continue, likely, we will not meet most of our
sustainable development goals within their respective timelines.
To ensure future generations inherit a planet where they can
thrive physically, socially, and economically we must do more to
safeguard our natural resources and support local communities in
adopting environmentally friendly practices. We need to ensure
we are measuring progress correctly to accurately assess whether
or not we are on track to achieving our ambitious new set of
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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Hope you have enjoyed the paper and your
thought process is activated more than
before. Share your thoughts and
suggestions with team Advocacy Unified
Network - AUN in our blog section 
 https://aunetwork.org/guest-post/. 
Your suggestion is important to us - Team
AUN
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