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Executive Summary

On 8 July 2020, the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative 
Council (WSSCC) in partnership with WaterAid, End Water 
Poverty, the Special Rapporteur on the human rights to 
water and sanitation, the NGO Mining Working Group and 
the Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR) organized 
a virtual side event to the 2020 United Nations High-Level 
Political Forum (HLPF). Co-hosted by the Permanent Missions 
of Germany and Spain to the United Nations in New York, 
the event took place in the year of the 10th anniversary of 
the explicit recognition of the human rights to water and 
sanitation, a year in which the COVID-19 pandemic has also 
hit the world. Impacting severely the most vulnerable and 
marginalized groups, the pandemic has alerted the world to 
the inadequacy of measures adopted by countries to fulfil 
their human rights obligations. The crisis has also revealed 
the urgency of bringing about transformative change to fight 
the current sanitary crisis and of ensuring the progressive 
realization of the human rights to water and sanitation 
under the 2030 Agenda in a more accountable manner. 

The importance of holding this session on the occasion of 
the 2020 High-Level Political Forum was thus accentuated 
by the current global situation. This platform provides the 
opportunity to Member States and civil society organizations 
(CSOs) to discuss these dimensions and to assess progress with 
a multisectoral lens. This side event aimed at providing key 
actors involved in the realization of these rights the space to 
discuss the specific elements that the desired transformative 
process would need to fight the COVID-19 crisis and Leave 
No One Behind (LNOB), to ‘build back better’ and to ensure 
the full realization of the rights to water and sanitation 
before 2030. More than 300 participants representing 
governments, WASH country experts, the United Nations, 
donors, media organizations and the private sector took 
part in the discussions.  

The present report contains findings and recommendations 
made by participants with the aim of alerting states and 
all actors involved in the realization of the rights to water 
and sanitation of the importance of reassessing their 
interventions at this precise moment, highlighting that there 
is an urgent need to reprioritize the water and sanitation 
sector during and after the current pandemic. Thus, all 
actors were urged not only to fight this crisis, but also to 

strengthen existing systems to deliver services adequately 
and timely. In so doing, they would contribute to building 
the adequate enabling environment that will also allow 
actors to continue taking adequate steps to make progress 
on the full realization of these rights before 2030.

The Distinguished Delegates of the Permanent Missions 
of Germany and Spain represented their two countries 
who are in charge of the promotion and protection of the 
human rights to water and sanitation at the international 
level. They reiterated the importance of translating these 
rights into action, and including them into global policy 
frameworks, including those other than the UN General 
Assembly (UNGA) and the Human Rights Council.

Germany has currently included the links between human 
rights, security and health under their UN Security Council 
Presidency Programme. The Federal Republic of Germany 
continues to advocate for menstrual hygiene management 
(MHM), which is a key priority for the country. In this regard, 
Ambassador Heusgen, the Permanent Representative of 
Germany to the United Nations in New York, noted: “We 
cannot emphasize enough how women and girls are 
disproportionately affected by COVID-19”. Germany has 
stressed the importance of Menstrual Hygiene Management  
(MHM) for the full realization of the human right to sanitation, 
including in negotiations in the General Assembly. Ambassador 
Bassols Delgado, Deputy Permanent Representative to the 
Permanent Mission of Spain to the United Nations in New 
York, referred to the 2019 GA resolution in which menstrual 
hygiene management, gender equality and empowerment 
of women were included with the support of 142 member 
states. She also highlighted the importance of focusing on 
“having plans, schedules and strategies, and working closely 
with local authorities, but also the need for financing to 
make it possible.”

WaterAid stressed the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the poorest, those who have to continue working and 
being exposed to the virus to avoid starvation. Ms. Chisanga, 
Country Director of WaterAid Zambia, also expressed 
concerns about the diversion of resources allocated for 
the COVID-19 response that may be misappropriated or 
misdirected to feed political agendas: “Acknowledging that 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N19/426/76/PDF/N1942676.pdf?OpenElement
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additional funding is needed to fight COVID-19, but that a 
clear commitment to accountability and mechanisms for 
monitoring and reporting on the use of resources is also 
necessary.” 

The EU and WSSCC explained their initiatives to support 
countries in the operationalization of the rights to water 
and sanitation, including during the COVID-19 crisis. Ms. 
Marques Ruiz, Policy Coordinator for Environment and 
Water, European Union DEVCO, Brussels, referred to the 
EU’s ‘Team Europe’ package of 20 billion euros with a special 
focus on responding to immediate needs; strengthening 
water and health systems; and mitigating the social and 
economic consequences of the crisis. Mr. James Wicken 
introduced the new Sanitation and Hygiene Fund that will 
serve as a catalyst to effectively address the sanitation, 
hygiene and menstrual health crisis, with special support 
for national LNOB plans, significantly increasing funding 
for this domain in coordination with partners.

Special Rapporteur on the human rights to safe drinking 
water and sanitation, Léo Heller recognized the slow pace 
of progress of the rights to water and sanitation, as well 
as the poor alignment of the water sector to the rights 
framework. He invited all actors involved to reflect on this 
question, in particular taking into account the COVID-19 
lessons learned. He highlighted the role of the state as 
the sole actor accountable for events such as prohibiting 
disconnections, waiving bill payments and enforcing water 
services for all at household level and beyond.

Initiatives and examples explained by WASH country experts 
were also shared from El Salvador, Germany and Nigeria 
where civil society organized to mobilize communities to 
claim their rights and to protect their environment, during 

the pandemic and beyond. Participants also referred to other 
contexts such as areas in conflict, more specifically Palestine, 
where communities do not have the same opportunities. 
Identifying a lack of clarity on the exact meaning of the 
rights to water and sanitation in these settings as well as 
the roles of duty bearers and rights holders, participants 
also called for Security Council resolutions and new legally 
binding instruments so that customary international law 
with regard to the protection of water infrastructure is 
reinforced. The case of a non-profit German company 
showed the impact that developed countries can also 
create in mainstreaming human rights into the agenda of 
policymakers with a menstrual health and hygiene entry 
point. The message that people’s rights must be realized in 
all spheres and at all times, without discrimination of any 
kind, should be reinforced.

Mr. Adam from End Water Poverty reaffirmed the 
responsibility of all to campaign for WASH, emphasizing 
that “COVID-19 has showed us that we cannot wait”. 
Therefore, the need to campaign for these rights should be 
a priority for all governments in their COVID-19 response 
and recovery. “We need to see investment plans in countries 
and parliaments, regulators and human rights commissions 
that support accountability”. In the same line, Mr. Justin 
Koffi, representing the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA), also called on governments to integrate activities 
supporting adolescent girls and women into their COVID-19 
response plans. Participants recalled the urgency to align 
the water and sanitation sector to the rights framework 
and, in particular, into national constitutions and with 
further clarifications at the ground level. 

These specific comments and more information can be 
found in the video recording of the event, available  here .

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v-tXucVT6yg&ab_channel=WaterSupplyandSanitationCollaborativeCouncil
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Germany to the UN in NY 

Ambassador Christoph Heusgen, the Permanent 
Representative of Germany to the United Nations in New 
York, opened the event, noting first that the programme 
and the topic of the day fit very well into Germany’s UN 
Security Council Presidency programme highlighting human 
rights and, in particular, links with security and health.

Please find below excerpts from Ambassador 
Heusgen’s remarks:  

“As we all know, the adoption of the resolutions in New 
York and in Geneva is not immediately followed by 
implementation on the ground. Although we have seen 
progress over the last 10 years, we only have 10 more 
years to achieve universal access to water and sanitation.

We cannot emphasize enough how women and girls are 
disproportionately affected by COVID-19. Germany has 
stressed the importance of menstrual health and hygiene 
management (MHHM) for the full realization of the human 
right to sanitation, including in negotiations in the General 
Assembly. Everywhere in the world, women and girls lack 
access to basic hygiene products and gender-sensitive facilities. 

I am honored that Sinja Stadelmaier and Ann-Sophie 
Claus from The Female Company will be joining us today 
from Germany to talk about their campaign and startup 
experience. This is a leading example of how women’s 
rights activists could mainstream menstrual health on the 
agenda of policymakers in both the developing and the 
developed world. In Germany, the Tampon Book campaign 
was crucial in January 2020 to reduce the value added 
or ‘pink tax’ on menstrual products. South Africa and 
Colombia have followed suit. 

We cannot allow the pandemic to be used to fall back on our 
commitment to provide human rights and universal access to 
safe and affordable water sanitation and hygiene services.” 

Pamela Chisanga, Moderator of the roundtable / Country Director, WaterAid 

Zambia /

Ms. Pamela Chisanga, Country Director, WaterAid Zambia, 
offered insights on the water and sanitation crisis, especially 
in times of COVID 19.  

Please find below an extract of Ms Chisanga’s remarks: 

“When we talk about sustainable development goals (SDGs), 
we are essentially talking about people. Therefore, about 
ending poverty and hunger; promoting good health of

1. Opening remarks

Ambassador Christoph Heusgen, Permanent Representative of Germany to the United Nations in New York 

https://new-york-un.diplo.de/un-en/botschaft/permanent-representative/919732
https://new-york-un.diplo.de/un-en/botschaft/permanent-representative/919732
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The Special Rapporteur on the human rights to water and 
sanitation, Mr. Léo Heller, outlined the process that led to 
the recognition of the human rights to water and sanitation 
ten years ago: “It was the result of a long process dating 
back to 1966 with the adoption of the legally binding 
instrument, the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), in which art. 11 refers to the 
right of everyone to an adequate standard of living, from 
which the right to water and sanitation is derived (CESCR 
General Comment 15 (2002)”. The 2010 resolution set the 
ground for subsequent efforts, including the adoption of 
further General Assembly  and Human Rights Council 
resolutions and the alignment of national legislation to 
the human rights framework.

Leo Heller, Special Rapporteur on the human rights to water and sanitation 

people; improving quality of education; improving access 
to water and sanitation, and so forth. Then, the question 
we must now ask ourselves, five years after committing 
to the 2030 agenda is, What has happened to the people?

The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) has failed to inspire 
honest assessments of challenges or to provide meaningful 
accountability for governments’ lack of progress on their 
commitments. However, the 2020 HLPF provides an 
opportunity for governments to show that they understand 
the agency of transformative action and to explain how 
they would tackle and transform global structural economic 
and financial systems to capture the resources that would 
be required to address COVID-19 and the climate crisis 
and redress the injustices that preceded both.

The COVID-19 pandemic is inflicting catastrophic impacts 
on the health, livelihoods, and lives of hundreds of millions 
of people across the world,  with people living in poverty 
forced to be in contact with the virus by continuing to work 
to avoid starvation. The virus disproportionally infects and 
kills those who are denied access to a basic status to protect 
them from disease: universal health care, nutrition, food, 
decent housing, safe water, adequate sanitation. They are 
even unable to frequently wash their hands.

In many developing countries, there are fears and concerns 
that resources mobilized for the COVID-19 response are being 
misappropriated or misdirected by the political ambitions 
and dishonesty of those in power. A clear commitment 
to accountability and mechanisms for monitoring and 
reporting on the use of COVID-19 resources is essential 
for governments to build trust and to win the fight against 
COVID-19.  

As political leaders meet at the HLPF and as we meet here 
today in this side event, we all need to focus and think 
about how we can bring about transformative change 
to ensure that the most vulnerable and marginalized 
groups have access to water, sanitation and hygiene. 
This is fundamental to fight the spread of COVID-19 and 
to build back better.

Funding should be substantially increased to ensure 
adequate hygiene in COVID-19 response through a new 
additional global commitment of a minimum of 9 billion 
US dollars. We also must ensure that WASH and health 
systems are strengthened to deliver services.”

2. Framing the 10-year anniversary of the Human Rights to      
 Water and Sanitation 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/WaterAndSanitation/SRWater/Pages/LeoHeller.aspx
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Special Rapporteur Heller presented a few lessons learned 
from the pandemic that could help accelerate the realization 
of the rights to water and sanitation and to leverage the 
call of the 2010 GA resolution:

1. Consequences of not having available, accessible and 
affordable water for all. Recognizing that water for 
handwashing is essential, so populations do need water 
and soap. In many circumstances, it is not possible 
to have access to water without the presence of the 
state through public services.

2. The need for state engagement for protective action 
in prohibiting disconnections of the water supply; 
reconnecting those who were previously disconnected; 
in waiving bill payments for those impacted by the 
economic crisis; and enforcing water availability for 
homeless people and those in in informal settlements, 
in prisons, etc. Ensuring water for all, at household 
level and beyond.

3. Consequences of the unacceptable inequality in the 
provision of water and sanitation. This inequality 
affects more people living in poverty who have also 
been much more impacted by the Covd-19 pandemic. 
This inequality also impedes the containment of the 

disease. It is important to have all populations included 
in containment measures. The lack of water for the 
poorest impedes this public-health priority.

These lessons move us from an abstract understanding 
of rights to clear tangible impacts.

Achievements in the last ten years are related to the 
inclusion of the rights in constitutions and national 
legislation in some countries, increased access to services, 
awareness and understanding of rights, as well as civil 
society strengthening.

The remaining challenges are mainly regarding the slow 
pace of progress in implementation and the poor alignment 
of the water sector to the rights framework. The sector is 
still technocratic. Economic concerns in service provision 
still dominate and are sometimes the only driver for some 
governments, service providers and regulators.

To conclude, the Special Rapporteur reaffirmed that it is not 
difficult to identify the agenda to strengthen progress for 
the coming years and invited all participants to continue 
their efforts.

PHOTO © WSSCC

James Wicken, Head of Global Policy and Innovation at 
WSSCC, recounted the journey of his organization since 
the 1990s. 

“Since 1990, WSSCC has supported progress on the human 
rights to water and sanitation: facilitating sector coordination 
at national and regional levels and encouraging decision-
makers to think beyond water and sanitation - looking at 
issues like menstrual health and hygiene, disability, equality 
and non-discrimination and, most recently, supporting 
civil society input to Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) 
to be presented later this week”, Wicken said.

James Wicken, Head, Global Policy, Advocacy, Innovation Unit WSSCC

3.  The sanitation and hygiene crisis in times of COVID-19: Role and   
  ambitions of the Sanitation and Hygiene Fund  
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Temple Oraeki is a WASH Advocate in Nigeria. He presented 
his initiative aimed at sensitizing and mobilizing people 
to demand their human rights to water and sanitation 
together with a network of CSOs, including youth-led 
organizations. His organization targeted some states in 
Nigeria, especially Enugu state (with a population of 4.4 
million, of whom fewer than 1% are connected to a piped 
water supply). 

His organization gathered case studies to hear from the 
people about their struggles, engaging with the local 
authorities to show them the evidence. These efforts were 
further amplified by enabling citizens to hold government 
accountable through radio programmes, petitions, social 
media and publications. In the case of the hospital, the 
management committee promised to come back on the radio 
programme once their WASH situation had been improved.

After the outbreak of COVID-19, Mr. Oraeki did an assessment 
of WASH in healthcare facilities (HCFs) to protect health 
workers’ rights. With his team, they also influenced the 
Enugu state government to declare a sanitation emergency. 

The main achievements were: getting a major market 
connected to piped water, commitments from state 
government on WASH in health facilities and hospitals, 
and an online petition encouraging all states to commit to 
human rights to water and sanitation (signed by 663 CSOs).

The following challenges were noted:
Mr. Oreaki was followed by Ms. Sandra Carolina Ascencio, 
Human Rights Defender,  El SalvadorAscencio noted that “In 

the last 15 years, the people of El Salvador have mobilized to 
protect natural resources in our country.” In 2005, Ascencio 
started to mobilize communities to defend their human 
rights to water and sanitation, especially with regards to 
sustainability issues, with big challenges on irrational use 
of water, as well as high levels of pollution. They liaised 
with universities, CSOs and others to reform the law. 

According to Ascencio, their engagement in the HLPF and 
with the Special Rapporteur on the human rights to water 
and sanitation, Leo Heller, has been critical. Indeed, Mr. 
Heller visited the country in 2016 and saw for himself civil 
society’s attempts to raise concern about WASH services. His 
recommendations have been very useful for civil society 
in El Salvador, helping them, for example, to establish 
cooperation with neighbouring countries to work on border 
water basins. The Government has made some commitments 
with regards to SDG 6, however WASH (SDG. 6.1, 6.2) has 
not received attention in parliamentary discussions.

In 2019, the UN Special Rapporteur’s follow-up report 
noted lack of progress made since the 2016 report. 

“After elections and a change of Government, and now 
with the COVID-19 pandemic, the country is at a loss. 
Many people do not have drinking water and the water 
tanks sent by the Government are nowhere near enough, 
making it hard for people to comply with the needed 
sanitary standards”, Ascencio concluded.

4.  Panel and discussion I: Country experiences and the domestication 
of   the human rights to water and sanitation  

“As mentioned, the challenges are enormous. There is a 
need for WASH in households, schools, health centres and 
public spaces. The lack of prioritization and financing are 
the big challenges.

Recognizing the magnitude of the issue, WSSCC is 
transforming itself into the Sanitation and Hygiene 
Fund, which will work with partners to mobilize domestic 

resources and to secure and disburse financing in support 
of national plans. The Sanitation and Hygiene Fund will be 
a dedicated global fund with a commitment to Leave No 
One Behind (LNOB). There is a need to fill a gaping void 
in the sector. SHF will focus on countries with the greatest 
burdens and the least ability to respond. The following  
short film explains the message of the evolution of WSSCC.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Jc9_zVcmDs&ab_channel=WaterSupplyandSanitationCollaborativeCouncil
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Fuad Bateh, Water Advisor and International 
Consultant, Palestine
Fuad Bateh presented the situation in the occupied Palestinian 
territories. Here is an excerpt from Bateh’s remarks:  

“The UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) in the occupied Palestinian territories highlighted 
that the total number of people with COVID-19 quadrupled 
in a two-week reporting period. Critical to any national 
or societal response is the existence of a well-developed 
and functioning system of health services as well as water 
supply in local services.  

With population growth and climate change, the trend 
of access to water resources for Palestinians has been 
downwards. No technological solution will change that.  

All Palestinian water resources are trans-boundary and 
shared with Israel, however Israel utilizes approximately 
90% of those shared resources. The current allocations 
are neither equitable nor reasonable. The prevailing 
paradigm in Israel is their dismissal of Palestinian needs. 
Israelis have three to four times the water resources 
of Palestinians. The situation is also much worse for 
Palestinians because the water Palestinians have access 
to is not fit for human consumption.

I call on jurists, journalists and advocates out there first. 
The SDG 6 targets will not be achieved for many, if not 
most, of the 5 million Palestinians. The occupier violates 
humanitarian and international laws. Not a week goes by 
without an Israeli authority impeding Palestinian access 
to water. These incidents are well documented1. 

The human rights to water and sanitation cannot be 
properly upheld because they are derivative rights. 
Therefore, we need to redouble our efforts to ensure 
that the legal status of the human rights to water and 
sanitation is domesticated in more countries. There is 
work to be done to advance through Security Council 
resolutions and new legally binding instruments so 
that customary international law with regard to the 
protection of water infrastructure advances. This is not 
only for Palestinians, but for all of us.

For the new UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to water 
and sanitation, we hope there can be a virtual and informal 
visit to the Occupied Territories, followed by a formal visit. 
We all need to continue to demand that our institutions be 
held accountable and that their deeds match their words. 
The European Investment Bank has recently financed the 
fifth desalination plant in Israel. This undermines the 
noble words of European parliamentarians.”

Justin Koffi, Regional Coordinator, UNFPA – World 
Bank Sahel Women Empowerment and Demographic 
Dividend (SWEDD) project
Justin Koffi, regional coordinator of the SWEDD 
programme, presented this project being implemented in 
nine countries in West and Central Africa. The programme 
is a result of a strategic partnership between the World 
Bank, the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), 
the World Health Organization (WHO) and the African 
Union. Started in 2015, the SWEDD programme has so far 
committed 680 million US dollars to the region. With a 
primary focus on the demographic dividend and sexual 
and reproductive health, it has recently incorporated 
Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) and WASH 
to empower women and girls with a strong focus on 
behavior change and reducing inequalities.
 
SWEDD is focused on developing a policy agenda to 
position demography and gender at the center of growth. 
Therefore, it includes different activities such as: a 
safe-space programme for left-behind girls; digital 
transformative interventions around husbands with 
‘future husband’ schools; support to countries to 
implement a supply chain excellence programme to 
make the products available at the very last mile; and 
training for midwives. 
 
With the COVID-19 pandemic, a multimedia campaign 
and integrated services have been added to ensure 
continuity of services.

Sinja Stadelmaier and Ann-Sophie Claus, The Female 
Company, Germany

1For example, in a 2009 World Bank report entitled Assessment of restrictions on Palestinian Water Sector development. Or, in 2010 with Amnesty International; in 2011, with the 
French Assembly National’s report, which used the term water apartheid for the situation; or in 2012 with the UN report on Gaza, and many others.
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Sinja Stadelmaier and Ann-Sophie Claus are the founders 
of the Female Company. Their first visit to India made 
them realize the shame and stigma that existed around 
menstruation. Back in Germany, they realized that it was 
a shared taboo in all parts of the world and they decided 
to break the taboo and to fight against it. Hence, they 
founded a non-profit company called The Female Company, 
an online shop with organic products and a platform for 
awareness with a focus on educating men. 

In Germany, they engaged in a campaign to reduce taxes 
on period products called the Tampon Book. While a 
book was taxable at 7%, period products were taxed at 
19%. They invented a tampon inside a book. Thanks to 
the media and online attention, taxes on period products 
were reduced to 7% in the end. The profits of the project 
in Germany go to their project in India, where there is 
also a major problem with water availability.

COVID-19 is impacting the sustainability of their project 
in India. Sinja and Ann-Sophie called on participants to 
support them with their expertise on the topic of poverty 
and the use of sanitary pads in India.

Discussion: Questions & Answers
1. To Temple Oraeki/Nigeria: How can your approach 

be scaled up in other States in Nigeria?
“The responsibility for providing water services lies with 
States in Nigeria, not with the Federal Government. So our 

campaign needs to be grassroots and local organizations 
need to take the lead. It is really important that we 
empower and educate citizens on their rights, so they 
can demand them. There is a National Water Resources 
Bill going through in Nigeria, but it has not been passed 
by Assembly. We need to keep pushing. We also need to 
consult with CSOs to strengthen inclusion of human rights 
in the legislation.”

2. Mr. Fuad Bateh final remarks

“Germany, as President of the UN Security Council, can 
push for further consideration of the human rights to 
water and sanitation through resolutions under the 
Security Council, in particular taking into consideration 
that legal work needs to be done to move the human rights 
framework forward, especially in the context of areas of 
conflict. Also, as much as we would like to have the human 
rights to water and sanitation taken up by states, there are 
many states that have not actually joined the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. There 
are thus many states that do not feel themselves bound 
to General Comment No. 15.”

3. To Justin Koffi, World Bank: How do we link the 
human rights to water and sanitation to livelihoods, 
particularly in fragile contexts?

“We rely on advocacy, and prioritize support for those 
left behind. We work on women’s empowerment through 
livelihoods, training, and capacity-building. Also, supporting 
girls to stay in school and with income generation activities. 
Working with countries on a combined campaign to promote 
an integrated package, including reproductive health, GBV 
prevention, WASH and MHM. We also partner with youth 
associations and women’s groups, private sector, Faith 
Based Organizations to create the enabling environment 
to deliver women’s empowerment. There is need for 
advocacy towards decision-makers. For instance, on 8 
June, we held a meeting with high level officials, looking 
at impact of COVID-19 on care for vulnerable groups. 
Working to integrate activities supporting adolescents’ 
girls and women into COVID-19 response plans.” 

https://medium.com/@umpwr2019/the-female-company-3fa8ed9488d1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=la9_7orA3pM
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More information at: https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/health-safety-and-dignity-of-sanitation-workers

With this Video, WaterAid India highlights the importance of 
continuing advocacy on the rights to water and sanitation. 
Some vulnerable groups, such as sanitation workers, are 
exposed to deeply rooted discrimination and stigma, which 
perpetuates undignified life conditions. Therefore, it is urgent 
to advocate for sanitation workers’ rights in particular.

https://washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/health-safety-and-dignity-of-sanitation-workers
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fcb96vd1uQI
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Joseph Whittal, Commissioner on Human Rights and 
Administrative Justice, Ghana (pre-recorded video)

PHOTO - © Ghana Business News

“What it is very important and that has to be brought out 
is that there is a link between all the SDGs and the five 
core human rights conventions and other human rights 
principles that are under the binding responsibility of 
the States parties. These principles, called the ‘PANEL’ 
are: participation, accountability, non-discrimination and 
equality before the law, empowerment, and legality. If 
States parties adopt the human rights-based approach in 
the implementation of the SDGs and their targets, at the 
end of the day, the peoples’ essential needs will be met, 
national commitments will be met, and the aspirations 
of the people towards a better, more fulfilling life will be 
met. And this is why national human rights institutions 
and their alliances have been pushing for States parties to 
adopt the human rights-based approach to development. 

COVID-19 has shown the world that we need to change 
and reprioritise. It is important to see water and sanitation 
as crucial. States need to do better than they are doing 
in investments in the water and sanitation sector. As we 
need to build back better after the pandemic, we need to 
reprioritise what we do in the water and sanitation sector.  

The Ghanaian government has prioritised water and 
sanitation as a way of fighting COVID-19. The State has paid 
the bills of all poor people and absorbed their electricity bills. 

National governments, international bodies and civil society 
organizations should begin to see water and sanitation as 
transformative pathways in our trajectory to development.”

Maria del Carmen Marques Ruiz, Policy Coordinator 
Environment & Water, European Union DEVCO, Brussels

PHOTO - © Maria del Carmen Ruiz Twitter account

Ms. Marques Ruiz reflected on the European Union’s 
commitment to the human rights to water and sanitation 
as outlined in Water Diplomacy (2015) and in the Human 
Rights Guidelines on the rights to Water and Sanitation 
(2019), which are the first guidelines on economic, social 
and cultural rights. In fact, the EU seeks to advance the 
rights to water and sanitation through its development 
cooperation programme. 

Here is an excerpt from Ms Marques Ruiz’s remarks:

“We agree on the need to go beyond a technocratic solution 
to WASH to really engage with issues of rights and of 
peace. We are trying to take a human rights approach. 
The EU Action Plan on Human Rights and Democracy 
is building back better with human rights at the core. 
We support human rights defenders, including those on 
water and land rights. We are very aware of the gender 
dimensions of access to WASH. Many of our programmes 
seek to address this.

Panel and discussion II: 
A human rights framework for COVID-19 with WASH at the centre

https://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2017/04/03/profile-of-chraj-commissioner-joseph-whittal/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/39776/st10145-en19.pdf
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COVID-19 has had a huge impact. It is a stark reminder that 
water and sanitation access is vital, since handwashing is 
the first line of defence. Millions of Health Care Facilities 
lack WASH and thus, the EU’s ‘Team Europe’ package of 
support to partner countries worth 20 billion euros has 
been approved. But, coherence is the key principle as well 
as support to the most vulnerable groups. 

The EU’s support focuses on responding to immediate needs 
(humanitarian needs); strengthening water and health 
systems; and mitigating social and economic consequences 
of the crisis. In fact, access to WASH is essential to prevent 
the spread of this virus but it is also essential to advance 
the dignity of all people.

This crisis also has a strong environmental dimension. 
Hence, the need to connect this crisis to the climate 
emergency. The European Green Deal aims to reconcile 
our economic system with our Planet.”  

Mihir Mankad, Center for Economic and Social Rights, 
New York
PHOTO - © Center for Economic and Social Rights

Mihir Mankad, Center for Economic and Social Rights, New 
York, explained how they are seeking to advance a vision 
of a human rights-based economy. The Center considers 
this crisis as an opportunity to seek transformation. 

According to Mr Mankad, “The pandemic has exposed 
injustices and inequalities. Governments have committed 
to protecting human rights. These are implementable 
standards that should form the foundations of a healthy, 
green and just recovery from COVID-19.

We need much increased investments in WASH. The 
obligations around human rights include resource generation 
and equitable allocation. This includes international 
development actors, for instance, through debt elimination 
as well as ODA. We need to ensure that the economic 
burden of recovery does not fall on the poorest.

New measures are needed such as taxes on corporations 
or wealthy individuals. The mobilisation of resources must 
be based on human rights. The distribution of resources 
must also prioritise services and systems that are crucial 
for delivery of human rights. Massive investment in 
universal and comprehensive WASH services is essential. 

Finally, we need to address WASH in informal settlements and 
for at-risk communities. Decisions should be participatory, 
and there should be accountability.”
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Ambassador Mariá Bassols Delgado, Permanent Mission 
of Spain to the United Nations in New York, delivered 
the closing remarks of the session.

PHOTO © Permanent Mission of Spain to the United Nations in New York

We can agree that when we talk about the SDGs, we are 
talking about people, their health, education, access to 
water and sanitation. We are very conscious of this as 
we enter the Decade of Action for the SDGs. “I am also 
aware of the challenges, but also how convinced we all 
are of the need to win this battle. We must keep fighting 
hand-in-hand.”

Some of the main reflections were about how much progress 
we have made. In 2006, Germany and Spain started this 
process of seeking recognition of the HRWS at the UN. In 
2018, a resolution at UNGA was adopted with the support of 
142 Members States. This resolution highlights Menstrual 
Hygiene Management (MHM), gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. 
 
We will continue to work with Léo Heller and with his 
successor as UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to water 
and sanitation”, Ms. Bassols said.  “We have all worked so 
hard together, with special thanks to NGOs and start-ups.” 

Al-Hassan Adam, International Coordinator,   
End Water Poverty

PHOTO - © End Water Poverty 

Closing the session, Mr. Al-Hassan Adam, International 
Coordinator, End Water Poverty shared some reflections 
on the WASH and COVID 19 crisis. “This is a real issue, 
not only for developing countries. Water is a life-saving 
resource.”

The role of governments is key, such as the one played 
by Spain and Germany. There is a need of translating 
the human rights to water and sanitation into national 
constitutions. Otherwise, these efforts will stay at the 
global level.

COVID-19 has showed us that we cannot wait. It is the 
responsibility of all of us to campaign for WASH to be a 
priority for all governments in their COVID-19 response 
and recovery. We need to see investment plans in countries 
and parliaments, regulators and human rights commissions 
that support accountability.

Water is not a profit. It is a social and public good and we 
should support it through the human rights framework.” 

7. Closing remarks 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N19/426/76/PDF/N1942676.pdf?OpenElement
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The following conclusions are drawn from the interventions made at the roundtable:  

The adoption of the UN resolutions that reaffirm the human 
rights to water and sanitation at the international level 
does not guarantee the implementation on the ground 
per se, but it sets the stage for further efforts, such as 
the alignment of national legislations to the human 
rights framework. The question is, How much of this 
has happened? Unfortunately, a slow pace of progress is 
perceived in terms of implementation, as well as a poor 
alignment of the WASH sector to the rights framework. 
Economic concerns in service provision are still sometimes 
the only driver for some governments, service providers 
and regulators.

There remain ten years ahead to fulfil the 2030 Agenda. 
That is not much time and feels to be even less with 
the arrival of the COVID-19 crisis, which shows that the 
previous assessments and identification of measures and 
budgets will not be enough to be effective in solving the 
current situation. Therefore, there is a need to reassess 
and act without delay. 

Recognizing the magnitude of the situation, WSSCC is 
transitioning into the Sanitation and Hygiene Fund to work 
with partners to secure and disburse financing in support 
of national plans and to mobilize domestic resources. This 
will be a dedicated global fund with a commitment to 
LNOB. There is a need to fill a gaping void in the sector, 
in particular on countries with the greatest burden and 
the least ability to respond.

The enjoyment of the human rights to water and sanitation 
for all includes all persons, meaning that states must 
ensure services to all, in all spheres and at all times, 
without discrimination of any kind  In fact, all persons 
are rights holders2, including those living in conflict and 
fragile areas, humanitarian contexts, or who are exposed 
to natural disasters, among others. Thus, there is the need 
to integrate and discuss the implementation of the human 
rights to water and sanitation and all human rights under 
the international fora in charge of these specific areas such 
as the UN Security Council. Germany’s presidency of the 

Security Council is a great opportunity. The country has 
started the process, in particular by highlighting the links 
with security and human rights, and the right to health. 
It is time that the selected fora such as the HPLF, discuss 
the implementation of SDGs and human rights and put 
people at the centre of the agenda and assess seriously the 
progress made. There is no more time for negligence and 
passive behavior, but for responsibility and fulfillment of 
commitments – matching deeds with words. We need to see 
investment plans in countries and parliaments, regulators 
and human rights commissions that support accountability. 

Participants have shown the importance of training 
rights holders to claim their human rights to water and 
sanitation through different channels (media, petitions, 
grievances mechanisms, campaigns, publications, among 
others). This exercise can contribute to also increase the 
awareness of other citizens with regards to these human 
rights. Unfortunately, in some countries, there is still 
community members’ indifference to government issues 
and accountability. Also, a huge capacity gap amongst both 
right-holders and duty-bearers on their roles.

COVID-19 makes even more obvious the need to adopt a 
gender perspective to eliminate the existing inequalities, 
stigma and shame. Women and girls lack access to basic 
hygiene products and gender-sensitive facilities. Therefore, 
there is a need to mainstream menstrual health and hygiene 
and WASH to empower woman and girls, with a strong 
focus on behavior change and reducing inequalities.

COVID-19 also leaves us with some lessons learned such 
as the consequences of not having available, accessible 
and affordable water. Also, water for handwashing and 
soap are key and in many cases it is not possible to have 
access to water without the intervention of the state 
(public services) and its protective action (for all and at any 
circumstance). Other lessons include the disproportionate 
impact on the poorest; the need for all the population to 
be included in containment measures; and water for all, 
at household level and beyond.

8. Conclusions 

2Art. 1 Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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1. States must reassess the situation of people’s 
enjoyment of the human rights to water and sanitation 
in the current COVID-19 crisis and reprioritise the water 
and sanitation sector and have in place short and long-
term COVID-19 response strategies with the adequate 
mobilization of resources as well as investment plans. This 
process has to be guided by a human rights-based approach, 
in particular to ensure transparency, public participation 
and accountability. Therefore, to ensure that the economic 
burden of recovery does not fall on the poorest, but the 
opposite, targeting the most vulnerable and marginalized 
ones and strengthening WASH and health systems. The 
lessons learnt from the COVID-19 crisis should also serve 
as a guide in this regard, in particular regarding the key 
role of the state and the adoption of preventive measures 
for future similar events.

Some of the identified preventive measures that states can 
adopt are: avoiding water disconnections or reconnecting 
those who were disconnected from water; waiving bill 
payments for those impacted by the economic crisis; enforcing 
water availability for homeless people or those in informal 
settlements, prisons, etc.

2. States must invest better in the water and sanitation 
sector with the aim to build better during and after the 
current pandemic to ensure the full realization of the 
human rights to water and sanitation before 2030. 

The Ghana government has prioritised water and sanitation 
as a way of fighting COVID-19 by paying the water bills of 
all poor people and absorbing their electricity bills. The 
government also has the vision to continue investing in the 
WASH sector after this crisis.

3. States must ensure a gender perspective to eliminate 
inequalities in the WASH sector, in particular taking into 
account Menstrual Hygiene and Health Management 
(MHHM) during COVID-19 and afterwards.  

This (ensuring a gender perspective to eliminate inequalities 
in the WASH sector, including tackling MHH) was already 
highlighted in the 2019 UNGA resolution adopted with 
the support of 142 members states with regards to gender 
equality and empowerment of women. 

4. There is a need to translate the human rights 
to water and sanitation into national constitutions, 
otherwise, these rights will stay on the global level (and 
not be integrated nationally). To ensure a steady pace of 
progress in terms of implementation of the human rights 
to water and sanitation, States must fulfil their duty3 of 
adopting a national strategy or plan of action to realize the 
human rights to water and sanitation. This strategy must 
be very precise and clear in defining specific objectives and 
measures to be adopted as well as roles and responsibilities 
with specific targets to be achieved in the timeframe, and 
with the allocation of adequate budgets. 

5. States must provide the enabling environment 
for rights’ holders and other actors involved to hold 
governments accountable for the realization of the human 
rights to water and sanitation. This also includes investing 
in the empowerment of residents in terms of how to claim 
their rights; in other words, to be prepared to participate 
in key interventions that might affect them (policies, laws, 
programmes, projects, and so on). The goal would be that 
governments and residents work closely to effectively fight 
COVID-19 and ensure/verify the full realization of these 
rights. 

6. International donors, under their obligation to help 
states to ensure the full realization of the human rights 
to water and sanitation and SDGs, must ensure that their 
aid agreements are consistent with international human 
rights law and align aid priorities with the national policy 
framework of the development partners. More efforts are 
needed to also ensure coordination among all international 

9. Key messages, recommendations and good practices 

The following recommendations and good practices were offered to Governments, the UN, donors and development 
partners in the WASH sector and others during the COVID-19 outbreak: 

3 General Comment 15 (2002) ESCR – para 47-54; A/HRC/18/33 
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and national actors involved, including their activities and 
allocation of resources (budget tracking).  
The future Sanitation and Hygiene Fund will contribute to 
securing and disbursing financing in support of national 
plans and mobilizing domestic resources for countries with 
the greatest burden and the least ability to respond.

7. The HLPF must make further efforts to ensure 
that this is the selected platform to discuss the progress 
made by states on SDGs and human rights. The discussions 
should be focused on their challenges and good practices to 
ensure people’s enjoyment of rights with regards to water, 
sanitation and hygiene, and other human rights such as 

access to healthcare, food and adequate housing, among 
others. National human rights institutions and similar 
bodies can play a key role in guiding States to effectively 
realize these rights in their respective countries.

The UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights to Water 
and Sanitation has conducted follow-up reports in some 
countries such as in El Salvador, to assess to what extent 
States are making progress in their duty of the realization 
of these rights under the 2030 Agenda. 
The Human Rights Commission of Ghana has pushed the 
government to apply a human rights-based approach in 
fulfilling the SDGs. 

Annex: Event programme 

3General Comment 15 (2002) ESCR – para 47-54; A/HRC/18/33 
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