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Note to the reader 
The Background Paper provides a preliminary overview of existing knowledge 
and scopes out the questions addressed by this Task Force. The analysis, 
conclusions and recommendations contained herein should be considered as 
very preliminary as they are likely to evolve as the Task Force works toward its 
final report at the end of 2004. Comments and suggestions are welcome.  Please 
cite this paper as ”Background Paper of the Millennium Project Task Force on 
Water and Sanitation”. 
 
 
Disclaimer 
This publication does not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), its Executive Board or its Member States. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This background issues paper has been prepared to help lay the basis for the future work 
of the UN Millennium Project Task Force on Water and Sanitation, as well as to put 
forward some preliminary recommendations. The Task Force addresses MDG Target 10, 
“Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking 
water,” as well as the target agreed at the Johannesburg summit, which calls for halving 
the proportion of people who do not have access to basic sanitation by 2015. While 
access to water and sanitation services in urban and rural environment is at the center of 
the Task Force’s work, it includes the need for Integrated Water Resources Management 
(IWRM). 
  
The report provides the institutional context for the Task Force’s work, analyses key 
issues that relate to the MDG targets, provides facts and figures aimed at providing an 
overview of progress towards achieving the MDG targets, examines a set of globally 
relevant success stories in meeting the target, and briefly reviews existing information on 
financial requirements. On the basis of an analysis of the factors that have a key bearing 
on the ability of countries or communities to achieve the MDG targets, it outlines a 
framework for a global strategy to achieve the MDG targets and puts forward selected 
preliminary proposals for implementation. The paper ends with a review of the way in 
which actions in the water resource area will impact on the other MDGs. 
  
Some of the key issues identified by the report include:  

 
• The water and sanitation goals are intrinsically interconnected with the eight 

MDGs. Particularly strong links exist with poverty, hunger, environmental 
sustainability and health. 

• A large number of frameworks of action for the water and sanitation sector have 
been developed, but they all fall short of a truly operational strategy framework 
that addresses the targets at scale and ensures local specificity in its 
recommendations.  

• Strategies to achieve the targets need to differentiate between urban and rural 
sectors and depend on the types of technical constraints, the quality of 
governance, as well as the financial means available to a country.  

• It seems clear that the projected doubling of investment levels required to achieve 
the water and sanitation targets cannot be funded through domestic sources alone. 

 
The report highlights the fact that 1.1 billion people worldwide currently lack access to 
safe drinking water and 2.4 billion do not have access to basic sanitation facilities. Access 
to water is lowest in Africa, while Asia has the largest number of people with no access 
to basic sanitation. Important differences exist between rural and urban areas. At a global 
level, the withdrawal of water supplies for domestic, industrial and livestock use is 
projected to increase by at least 50 percent by 2025. This may seriously constrain the 
availability of water for all purposes – particularly for agriculture, which currently 
accounts for 80 percent of water consumed in developing countries. 
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The report includes a detailed analysis of case studies from South Africa, Ghana, 
Thailand (Bangkok), Pakistan (Orangi, Karachi), Brazil and India. These case studies 
analyze the impact of national strategies, the importance of political will, the role of 
government and the private sector, unbundling of sanitation services, community-driven 
initiatives, the condominial model as a new sanitation technology, and the role of 
spiritual organizations in implementing community based water and sanitation projects.  
 
The report also highlights some of the lessons learned from experience to date. These 
include 
 

• Water Resources Supply: The physical availability of water resources on a 
sustainable basis (and access to technologies suited to that environment) often 
limits efforts to increase sustainable access to water and sanitation. It would also 
be impacted by climate change and increased climate variability, especially since 
poor countries are the most vulnerable and have the least storage capacity. 

• Water Services Management: Though often seen principally as a challenge of 
capital investment, the provision of water supply and sanitation services is an 
ongoing business that has to be understood and managed as such if it is to achieve 
its goals. In the absence of adequate planning and management, including planned 
maintenance, additional demands are made on water resources that require 
substantial new investments and may cause conflicts with other water users. 

• Service Provision Chains for Sanitation: Access to sanitation differs from access 
to water supply in terms of the nature and order of service provision. While in the 
case of urban water supply the service provision chain starts with the installation 
of infrastructure for the public good component of the service, in general, the 
service provision chain for sanitation starts with the private good component 
followed by two or three different levels of public good components in the service 
provision chain. This raises important questions of implementation since the 
public good component is often not installed, which leads to environmental 
pollution and health problems.  

• Governance Issues: Key issues are institutional capabilities (to deliver water and 
sanitation services to the poor) and institutional mechanisms (i.e. implementation 
of effective channels of delivery). Ownership at the community level and 
demand-driven approaches are key. Evidence also shows that tri-partite 
partnerships among government, community, and NGO/private sector can be 
most conducive to increasing access of the poor to water and sanitation services. 

• Financial mechanisms: The Task Force does not assume a priori that the water 
and sanitation targets in poor countries must be achieved on the basis of self-
financing operating costs. The aim must be to generate sufficient revenues for 
system operators (to “close the revenue cycle”), which may require subsidies to 
the poor and other innovative financing mechanisms. 

• Crosscutting issues: Important issues impacting on the water and sanitation sector 
include the role of women, political will, conflict, and hygiene education.  

 
On costs, the report notes that currently 27-30 billion dollars are invested in water and 
sanitation in developing countries each year. National governments account for 70-75 
percent, and 20% are made up of international aid flows. International private flows only 
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contribute between 7 and 11 percent of total investments and focus heavily middle-
income countries. Between 1990-1997 less than 0.2% of all private sector investments in 
the water and sanitation sector of developing countries went to Sub-Saharan Africa. A 
number of studies have estimated the funding gap for achieving the Targets on water and 
sanitation. These estimates cover a broad range and are highly sensitive to the 
assumptions used. They project a doubling of current investment levels in the sector to 
meet the MDGs. A key focus of the Task Force will be on refining these estimates. 
 
A key part of the report focuses on the development of a framework for an overall 
strategy to achieve the water and sanitation targets of the MDGs that would (1) identify 
priority interventions, (2) outline strategies to achieve such priority interventions, (3) lay 
out the organizational means required for implementation, and (4) provide a clear 
estimate of the amount and nature of the financing required and from where it might be 
secured. The report suggests that an overall strategy will need to entail action at all levels, 
from the household level to the international level. In particular, it will need to include 
community and local government approaches within a broad national framework for each 
country to set the stage for local action by both communities and households, set goals 
and priorities, establish programs, and provide monitoring and evaluation; a regional 
framework for each major region, bringing together countries that share common 
concerns and, in some cases, institutional traditions; and an international framework(s) 
for decision-making and for financing, including donors and the supporting role of 
international agencies. Importantly, the overall strategy would not be viewed as a 
centrally dictated master plan, but rather a strategy with a cohesive overarching vision in 
which action at the various levels interact and reinforce one another. 
 
The report suggests that a central component of an overall strategy to meet the water and 
sanitation targets will be nationally prepared and owned strategies for action at national 
and sub-national levels. All countries should develop such strategies, especially those at 
greatest risk of not meeting the targets. In developing such strategies, countries will need 
to take into account the factors that facilitate or constrain the achievement of the targets  
Clearly, in most countries simultaneous action will be needed to address technical, 
institutional and financial constraints. National and sub-national strategies need to be 
complemented by international frameworks for decision-making, for financing from 
international sources and for investments in new R&D, as well as by regional strategies 
for each major region.  
 
The report emphasizes that investments in other sectors such as health and education will 
be crucial to the achievement of the water and sanitation targets. Progress in eradicating 
extreme poverty and hunger, achieving universal primary education, promoting gender 
equality and empowering women and ensuring environmental sustainability will all help 
in advancing progress towards the MDG water and sanitation targets. For this reason, the 
analyses of all the other Millennium Project Task Forces will have a strong bearing on 
the work of the Water and Sanitation Task Force. 
 
Importantly, the report outlines a number of preliminary action proposals that the Task 
Force believes can significantly accelerate progress towards the achievement of the water 
and sanitation MDGs. They include proposals for action at the national and sub-national 
as well as at the regional and global levels, complemented by proposals for technological 
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innovation at all levels. In all cases, a key cross cutting objective will be to ensure that 
progress is monitored in a manner that measures household access to services not just the 
proxy of infrastructure provision. 
  
Proposals for action principally at the national and sub-national levels include 
establishing targets and preparing action plans, developing integrated water resource 
management and efficiency plans, and developing and field-testing innovative country-
level mechanisms for financing water supply and sanitation for the poor. Proposals for 
action principally at the regional and international level include providing financial and 
technical support, improving the quantity and quality of external assistance, developing 
innovative global funding mechanisms, and developing regional strategies. Support to 
countries most at risk of not meeting the targets would need to include financial and 
technical assistance to those countries that, with appropriate support, would be able to 
develop and put in place the policies and institutional mechanisms required for effective 
action towards the water and sanitation targets.  
 
Although the report notes that in the water and sanitation sector there are clearly proven 
strategies and interventions that can make the pivotal difference at country scale, it argues 
that technological advances -- as well as innovation in institutional and financial 
mechanisms – are needed to improve these interventions still further. 
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