
In 2000, the World Health Organization esti-
mated that 1.1 billion people were not able to
meet their needs for safe water.1 (See Table 1.)
These people can be thought of as hydrologi-
cally impoverished. Although moderate gains
have been made in various regions, one fifth of
humanity has no access to a safe water supply,
and two fifths has inadequate sanitation.2

Twenty-nine percent of people living in
rural areas around the world lack the most
basic water supply—they cannot get water
from a household connection, public stand-
pipe, borehole, protected dug well, protected
spring, or rainwater collection.3 Over 62 per-

cent of the world’s rural population
lacks improved sanitation, meaning
a household connection to a public

sewer, septic system, pour-flush toilet, or sim-
ple pit latrine.4 In cities, the equivalent figure
is 14 percent.5

In Asia, some 693 million people lack access
to clean water, and nearly all of them—86 per-
cent—live in rural areas.6 In Africa, 300 mil-
lion people are in this situation; 85 percent of
them live in rural areas.7 Indeed, 53 percent of
Africa’s rural population lacks access, while in
Africa’s cities the figure is 15 percent.8 In Latin
America and the Caribbean, 63 percent of the
78 million who cannot easily get safe water
inhabit rural areas.9 In Oceania and Europe,
the people without water service are almost
entirely found in rural areas.10

Hydrological poverty strikes at a variety of
levels beyond lack of access to water supplies.
At the most fundamental level is water scarcity,
where drought and water diversions for agri-
culture and industry limit the amount of water
available to meet people’s basic needs.
Currently, 2.3 billion people live in water-
stressed countries, with less than 1,700 cubic
meters of water available per person during the
year.11 Of this group, 1.7 billion reside in areas
of water scarcity, where yearly per capita avail-
ability falls below 1,000 cubic meters.12 By
2025, the number of people living in water-
stressed situations is predicted to reach 3.4 bil-
lion, with over 2.4 billion in the more dire
plight of water scarcity.13 And these estimates

are based on national-level predictions; they
understate the current severity of the problem
in many local areas.14

In some areas, water may be plentiful but
arrive in punctuated bursts, or it cannot be col-
lected for later use since there are no adequate
water storage facilities. In India, for instance,
precipitation is concentrated in the four
months of the monsoon season, during which
only a few hours of rain provide over half the
year’s rainfall.15 In drought-prone northwestern
China, 60 percent of the limited annual precip-
itation occurs between July and September,
which unfortunately is not when the water is
most needed by crops.16

An alternative to depending on precipitation
is to turn to water from the ground. More than
a quarter of the world’s population relies on
groundwater for drinking supplies, yet aquifers
are being depleted worldwide because natural
recharge rates cannot keep pace with increased
use.17 In many areas, including parts of China,
the Indian subcontinent, Mexico, and Yemen,
water tables are falling by as much as a meter
each year.18

Where water is not necessarily scarce, it
may be of poor quality, contaminated by pollu-
tants or salt. Globally, less than 10 percent of
total waste, including farm runoff, industrial
pollution, and human waste, is treated before it
enters rivers that are used for drinking, sanita-
tion, irrigation, or industry.19 On each conti-
nent, groundwater is threatened by
contamination from nitrates, pesticides, petro-
chemicals, arsenic, chlorinated solvents,
radioactive wastes, fluoride, or saltwater intru-
sion, or by a combination of these.20

Even in places where fresh water may be
plentiful, poverty often precludes access to it. It
is hardly a coincidence that the 1.1 billion who
are without access to water supplies corre-
spond closely to the 1.2 billion in extreme
poverty who live on less than $1 a day.21 The
poor who are cut off from municipal services
are forced to collect water from unsafe sources,
such as unprotected wells, springs, and
drainage ditches, or to purchase water from
independent vendors.22 Such supplies are
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exempt from quality controls and of indetermi-
nate origin, oftentimes coming from local pol-
luted rivers, yet their price is high.23 In
developing nations, those who are not connect-
ed to water supplies on average pay 12 times
more per liter of water than other people.24 In
Jakarta, Indonesia, people pay water vendors
some 60 times the cost of water from a stan-
dard hook-up; in Karachi, Pakistan, it is 83
times as expensive; and in Port-au-Prince,
Haiti, and Nouakchott, Mauritania, unconnect-
ed citizens pay 100 times more than their
neighbors for each liter of water.25

Where connection to a water supply is pro-
vided, water service may be confined to specif-
ic times of the day, depending on supply. In
many countries, the poor in outlying urban
areas suffer from frequent service disruptions,
as 30–50 percent of water supplies is lost to
leaking pipes, overflowing service reservoirs,
faulty equipment, or poorly maintained distrib-
ution systems.26 A study of urban water use in
sub-Saharan Africa found that the reliability of
water service to households connected to
municipal systems deteriorated over three
decades.27 Additionally, the time it took those

without piped supplies to collect water more
than tripled between 1967 and 1997 because of
growing distances between homes and the
water source coupled with longer waits at
kiosks or springs due to increased local
demand.28

The absence of an affordable and accessible
supply of clean water and sanitation services is
closely linked to high instances of morbidity
and mortality. An estimated 3.4 million people
die each year worldwide from water-related dis-
eases.29 Diarrhea alone claims 2.2 million lives,
a figure that targeted water, sanitation, and
hygiene interventions could easily reduce by
one quarter to one third.30

In order to increase water availability and
provide improved service around the world, the
World Water Council, an international water
policy research group, estimates that total glob-
al investment in water services must more than
double—from the current annual budget of
$70–80 billion to over $180 billion.31 Much
new investment will need to come from the
private sector, which now accounts for less
than 5 percent of the total, especially in devel-
oping countries, where tight government bud-
gets do not allow much room for water and
sewage infrastructure improvements.32

Unfortunately, as water stress becomes
increasingly common, fast-growing populations
hungry for food and eager for development will
elevate demands on water, both for basic needs
and for agriculture and industry. Competition
between urban and rural dwellers is likely to
increase as cities grow in size and density,
worsening hydrological poverty in the country-
side.33 These pressures will make it even more
difficult for the marginalized poor to pay high-
er prices for access to this scarce and vital
resource.

Hydrological Poverty Worsening

VITAL SIGNS 2001 95

Table 1: Population Lacking Access to
Safe Water Supply, by Region, 2000

People Without Access to 
a Supply of Safe Water

Region Rural Urban Total
(million)

Africa 256 44 300
Asia 595 98 693
Latin America and 49 29 78
the Caribbean
Oceania 3 0 3
Europe 23 3 26
North America 0 0 0

World 926 173 1,099

Source: World Health Organization and UNICEF, Global Water
Supply and Sanitation Assessment 2000 Report (New York:
2000), p. 8.


