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Human Rights 
to Water and Sanitation 

 

 

Access to water and sanitation are recognized by the United Nations as human rights, 
reflecting the fundamental nature of these basics in every person’s life. Lack of access to 
safe, sufficient and affordable water, sanitation and hygiene facilities has a devastating 
effect on the health, dignity and prosperity of billions of people, and has significant 
consequences for the realization of other human rights. 

 
People are rights-holders and States are duty-bearers of providing water and sanitation 
services. Rights-holders can claim their rights and duty-bearers must guarantee the rights 
to water and sanitation equally and without discrimination. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

A child from the Za’atari Refugee Camp in Jordan raised a flag to represent 
Goal 6, Safe Water and Sanitation. Photo: UNICEF Jordan/badran. 

 

 

Challenges and opportunities 
 
International human rights law demands a specific focus on those people who do not fully 
enjoy their rights, leading to explicitly ‘pro-poor’ development in many countries. It also 
requires a commitment to progressively reduce inequalities by tackling the discrimination 
and stigmatization that can lead to people being excluded from, or marginalized in 
relation to, water and sanitation access. 
The ‘human rights-based approach’ stresses the correspondence between rights and 
obligations, providing a framework for Member States and other organizations that aims 
to ensure that respect for human rights is integrated into development plans at all levels. 
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Women who were internally displaced by the ongoing drought in Somaliland receive 
water at a UNICEF-supported water distribution point in Laaca village near Gabiley, 
Somaliland. UN Photo/ Omar Abdisalan 

 

What are the rights and what do they mean? 
 
• The right to water entitles everyone to have access to sufficient, safe, acceptable, 
physically accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic use. 

 
• The right to sanitation entitles everyone to have physical and affordable access to 
sanitation, in all spheres of life, that is safe, hygienic, secure, and socially and culturally 
acceptable and that provides privacy and ensures dignity. 

 
Definitions 

 
• “Sufficient”: The water supply for each person must be sufficient and continuous for 
personal and domestic uses. These uses ordinarily include drinking, personal sanitation, 
washing of clothes, food preparation, personal and household hygiene. 

 
• “Safe”: The water required for each personal or domestic use must be safe, therefore 
free from micro-organisms, chemical substances and radiological hazards that constitute 
a threat to a person’s health. Measures of drinking-water safety are usually defined by 
national and/or local standards for drinking-water quality. 

 
• “Acceptable”: Water should be of an acceptable color, odor and taste for each personal 
or domestic use. All water facilities and services must be culturally appropriate and 
sensitive to gender, lifecycle and privacy requirements. 

 

• “Physically accessible”: Everyone has the right to a water and sanitation service. 
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Lack: Falta Commitment: Compromiso/empeño 

Rights: Derechos Tackling: Sbordar/enfrentar 

Affordable: Asequible Hazards: Riesgos 

Holders: Poseedores Duty-bearers: Responsables 
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