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According to the report Progress on drinking water and sanitation 2012 published by WHO and UNICEF, 
89% of the world population, or 6.1 billion people, has access to an improved source of drinking water.  
This is a very handsome announcement on the eve of the 6th World Water Forum, and one we could be 
delighted about if the reality were not completely different. As the report rightly states: ‘’Many of these 
sources are not correctly maintained and do not provide safe drinking water. Therefore, the number of 
human beings who drink safe water is probably an overestimation.’’ 
‘’As the experts from WHO and UNICEF (both of which are our NGO’s operational partners) know, an 
improved water source, which is protected from contamination and in particular from fecal matter when it 
is built, will not necessarily remain that way,” explains Gregory Bulit, water, hygiene and sanitation expert 
at SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL. “This poses the question of true water quality, but also of how water is 
stored (which can also be a source of contamination), of access to this water in terms of price and distance, 
not to mention the data collection methods used to draw up this status report on drinking water access.” 
These arguments lead SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL, whose teams are known for their expertise and 
knowledge in the field of drinking water access, hygiene and sanitation, to put these too good to be true 
figures into perspective.  
 

‘’The drinking water problem 
does not only affect millions of people, 
but billions of people’’   
(Gérard Payen, water and sanitation advisor  
to the UN Secretary General) 
To illustrate the discrepancy with the real situation, Afghanistan is, according to the report, one of the 
countries where the objectives have been met. However, only 27% of the population has access to an 
improved water source (source: AHDR 2011), which is the lowest proportion in the world.  
According to the most recent study*, carried out by Gérard Payen, water and sanitation advisor to the UN 
Secretary General: ‘’The number of people in need of proper drinking water, neither unhealthy nor unsafe, 
water that is not too far from their home, that enables them to go to school and go to work, water that is 
not too expensive... does not total hundreds of millions, but billions.’’ According to the author, around 1.9 
billion people have no choice but to drink water which is dangerous for their health. Over 3 billion people 
drink water of dubious quality, which represents around half the world population. 

REACTION The humanitarian organization SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL is not at all in agreement 

with the glowing reports from UNICEF and WHO. In a joint press release published on March 6th, the 
two UN agencies congratulated themselves on having met, and even exceeded the “Millennium 
Development  Goal (MDG) drinking water target.” They claim that 89% of the planet now has access to 
drinking water. Despite the fact that enormous progress has been made, this announcement on the 
eve of the 6th World Water Forum in Marseille is far from the reality experienced by billions of people 
with no access to drinking water or sanitation. 

6th WORLD WATER FORUM 

Figures which are far from reality 

ACCES TO DRINKING WATER ACCORDING TO THE UN 

http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/monitoring/jmp2012/en/index.html
http://www.cphd.af/nhdr/nhdr2010/Complete%20NHDR%202011%20final.pdf
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2012/drinking_water_20120306/en/index.html


 

‘’In an unhealthy environment,  
clean drinking water does not remain that way for long’’  
It is also impossible to announce that these objectives have been met and at the same time acknowledge 
that ‘’sanitation is still lagging far behind’’, when the two are inextricably linked. ‘’In an unhealthy 
environment, clean drinking water does not remain that way for long’’ underlines Jean-Marc Leblanc, 
water, hygiene and sanitation advisor at SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL. “Today, 2.5 billion people do not 
have access to sanitation facilities and 1.1 billion people defecate in the open air. (…) In urban areas, people 
who use wells often drink water that has been contaminated by infiltration of wastewater into the ground,” 
adds Gérard Payen. 
As a result, diseases caused by unsafe drinking water and an unhealthy environment are the leading cause 
of death in the world, taking 3.6 million lives very year, which means 7 deaths every minute.  
 

‘’To put an end to this silent slaughter,  
we need to start by revising the benchmark figures 
quoted by the United Nations’’  (Alain Boinet to Ban Ki-moon) 
‘’The quality of the work done by UNICEF and WHO, in partnership with humanitarian organizations, in the 
fields of drinking water access and sanitation, is irrefutable. However, this announcement on the eve of the 
6th World Water Forum is surprising,” declares Alain Boinet, founder and director of SOLIDARITES 
INTERNATIONAL. “NGOs like ours are taking part in the World Water Forum with the specific objective of 
making political decision-makers aware of the drinking water access and sanitation emergency, so that 
they may take the necessary decisions.” 
Over 100 000 people have signed our petition for access to drinking water and sanitation for all. This 
petition contains strong, precise recommendations to bring an end to a silent plague, which constitutes the 
leading cause of death worldwide. We aim to present this petition to the highest authorities attending the 
forum. 
‘’We suggest to Ban Ki-moon, United Nations Secretary General, that the benchmark figures quoted by 
the UN be seriously revised and that their evaluation be focused on real access to drinking water. 
Because it is a question of life or death for millions of people, sustainable access to drinking water, hygiene 
and sanitation must be made a full-fledged goal of the MDG. We also ask for an increase in public 
development aid funds earmarked for drinking water access and sanitation, as well as additional funds for 
humanitarian crises and for the transition to reconstruction and development.” 
7 people die every minute from unsafe drinking water. There is not a minute to lose.  
*Gérard Payen’s article is available on aquafed.org. 

>Read all the recommendations made in our petition in our press file.  
 

TO COME We will provide information as of Monday on where and when the official presentation of our 
petition to the highest authorities present at the 6th World Water Forum will take place. 
 

PRESS CONTACTS / Renaud Douci - 01 80 21 05 94 / 06 98 96 58 35  
For an interview or additional information, we will put you in contact with Alain Boinet, founder and director of 
SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL or with our water, hygiene and sanitation advisors, Gregory Bulit and Jean-Marc 
Leblanc. 

 
For over 30 years, the humanitarian organization SOLIDARITES INTERNATIONAL has provided aid to victims of war or natural 
disaster. Our vocation is to meet their vital needs: water, food, shelter; and to help them to recover their independence. Based on 
our experience from the most severe humanitarian crises (Afghanistan, Haiti, Balkans, Rwanda, Indonesia, Darfur), our teams use 
proven expertise in the fields of drinking water access, hygiene and sanitation, as well as the essential fields of food security and 
reconstruction. Every year, for World Water Day, we alert the general public, the media and political decision-makers about the 
urgent need to fight the silent massacre caused by unsafe drinking water. 
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http://www.aquafed.org/
http://www.solidarites.org/laminute/solidarites_dossier-presse_english.pdf
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