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WATER AND HEALTH IN THE WORLD 

•Leave no one behind – theme of the world water
day 2019

•Water as a concern to health
•Water in a bottle – markets for water
•Water: investment vs. basic human right



WATER IMPORTANCE 
FOR PUBLIC HEALTH 
AND EPIDEMIOLOGY
• John Snow work on 

Broad Street
cholera epidemic in 
London in 1854

• Removal of the
pump handle of 
contamined water
pump



SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOAL 6

•Target 6.1: By 2030, achieve 
universal and equitable access 
to safe water and sanitation for 
all.
•Target 6.2 By 2030, achieve 
access to adequate and 
equitable sanitation and hygiene 
for all and end open defecation, 
paying special attention to the 
needs of women and girls and 
those in vulnerable situations.



BASIC GLOBAL WATER AND HEALTH FACTS (WHO)

• In 2015, 71% of the global population (5.2 billion people) used a safely managed 
drinking-water service – that is, one located on premises, available when needed, 
and free from contamination.

• 89% of the global population (6.5 billion people) used at least a basic service. A 
basic service is an improved drinking-water source within a round trip of 30 
minutes to collect water.

• 844 million people lack even a basic drinking-water service, including 159 million 
people who are dependent on surface water.

• Globally, at least 2 billion people use a drinking water source contaminated with 
faeces. Contaminated drinking water is estimated to cause 502 000 diarrhoeal
deaths each year.



POOR HAVE WORSE ACCESS 

• Water access harder often
in rural and remote areas

• 700 million people could be
displaced by water scarcity
by 2030

• Wealthier often gain access
at lower costs, while poor
often pay more for same or
poorer quality water

• Charges affect more those
poor



WHY WATER MATTERS ?
•According to WHO access to safe water could save:

•1.4 million child deaths from diarrhoea;
•500 000 deaths from malaria;
•860 000 child deaths from malnutrition; and
•280 000 deaths from drowning
• In addition, 5 million people can be protected from 

being seriously incapacitated from lymphatic filariasis
and another 5 million from trachoma.



HANDWASHING

• Importance in limiting
epidemics

• Estimates suggest that
just handwashing
could reduce diarrheal
disease associated
deaths by 50%



SAFER WATER, BETTER 
HEALTH (WHO 2008)

• Estimates on disease
burden

• https://www.who.int/q
uantifying_ehimpacts/
publications/saferwate
r/en/



HOW WATER AFFECTS HEALTH ?





Howard G, Bartram J (2003) Domestic water quantity, service level and health. WHO, Geneva. 



WATER AND NON-COMMUNICABLE HEALTH ISSUES  
• Contamination of water source (ground water or surface water)

• Can relate to direct or indirect impacts on health
• Contamination of supply newtork
• By-products from water treatment
• By products related to water storage and use

• Arsenic - ground/wells globally important
• Lead - pipes
• Fracking ? 
• Radiation – radon/wells



FLINT CASE IN USA 

• Use of river water as 
temporary cost saving
measure

• More chemicals, more
corrosive water – lead
contamination from pipes

• High level of lead in 
drinking water – known
health risks

• Could have been avoided
easily



WARS, DISASTERS AND EMERGENCIES 
• Yemen cholera outbreak as 

result of war
• Economic sanctions and 

austerity affect water
treatment

• Earthquakes, floods, storms
and cyclones

• Climate change: increased
temperature, water
resources, storms, drought Source: WHO



GLOBAL WATER MARKETS 
• Use of bottled water is undergoing change as result of plastic contamination
• Disputes concerning water resources and commercial water companies – who

owns water
• Increasing use of bottled drinks and bottled water both as default and as part of 

broader life-style markets and promotion
• As a default measure to a crisis – e.g. contamination of water
• As a precautionary measure - travellers
• As a taste issue
• As a healthy option instead of soft-drinks or alcohol
• As a fashion item
• As a health traditon – healthy ”waters” and washing
• As a fitness measure – sports and ”rehydration” 



GLOBAL BOTTLED WATER MARKETS

• Zion market reach
estimated global bottled
water market as USD 170 
billion in 2014 to reach 280 
billion in 2020

• ”still, sparkling, flavoured
and functional water
markets” 

• Functional water,
”aquaceuticals”, is water
added with extra nutritients





WATER – INVESTMENT OR BASIC HUMAN RIGHT ?
•Privatisation of water resources and their use
•Privatisation of water supply and management
•Privatisation of management
•Public-private partnerships
•Local companies and cooperatives
•Path-dependency on models of water supply



WATER AS COMMERCIAL 
INVESTMENT 
• Investment protection

disputes, rights and 
obligations arising from
trade agreements

• Rights to specific water
sources

• Public campaigning
against higher prices

• Tax management issues Cartoon from online, source Irish socialist worker - view from the
left



WATER AS A HUMAN RIGHT

• Human right to water and 
sanitation was recognised in 
28 July in 2010

• A/RES/64/292 declared safe 
and clean drinking water and 
sanitation a human right 
essential to the full enjoyment 
of life and all other human 
rights
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• merikoivusalo@tuni.fi


