CLEAN WATER
AND SANITATION

Clean water and
sanitation

= While steady progress expanded access to drinking water, sanitation and
hygiene services between 2015 and 2024, billions remain underserved.
In 2024, 2.2 billion people lacked safely managed drinking water, 3.4
billion went without safely managed sanitation and 1.7 billion lacked
basic hygiene services at home. In schools, 646 million children remain
without basic hygiene services, requiring a fourfold increase in progress
to meet 2030 targets.

= Water systems are under strain from pollution, water stress and weak
governance. Only 56 per cent of domestic wastewater is safely treated,
water stress remains critical in several regions, freshwater ecosystems
are declining, and transboundary cooperation is limited. At the current
rate, the world will not achieve sustainable water management until at
least 2049.

= Achieving Goal 6 requires mobilizing comprehensive financing

A 1-year-old child is held by his mother as he washes his hands at
a water station in Chiriqui, Panama.

mechanisms, leveraging innovative technologies, strengthening
institutional capacity, fostering multi-stakeholder partnerships and
integrating water management across all sectors and governance levels.

Global water and sanitation access improves, but
billions remain underserved

Between 2015 and 2024, global access to essential water, sanitation and
hygiene (WASH) services steadily improved. The share of the population
using safely managed drinking water rose from 68 to 74 per cent, safely
managed sanitation coverage increased from 48 to 58 per cent, and basic
hygiene services coverage grew from 66 to 80 per cent. Despite these
gains, major challenges persist. In 2024, 2.2 billion people still lacked safely
managed drinking water, 3.4 billion were without safely managed sanitation,
and 1.7 billion lacked basic hygiene services at home.

WASH access in schools remains insufficient for ensuring safe and inclusive
learning environments. In 2023, although 77 per cent of schools provided
basic drinking water services and 78 per cent offered basic sanitation, 447
million and 427 million children, respectively, were still left without access to
these essential facilities. Achieving universal coverage by 2030 will require
doubling the current rate of progress. Alarmingly, only 67 per cent of schools
offered basic hygiene services, leaving 646 million children unserved,
necessitating a fourfold increase in progress.

Irregular monitoring leads to critical knowledge
gaps about factors affecting water quality

In 2024, 56 per cent of global domestic wastewater generated (332 billion m?)
was safely treated, largely unchanged from 2020. This finding is based on
data from 130 Member States and 12 territories, covering 84 per cent of the
global population. However, data on industrial wastewater remain scarce,
with only 22 countries reporting. Comprehensive global reporting on total
wastewater is not expected until 2027.

Water-quality monitoring improved, with 120 countries reporting in 2023,
up from 89 in 2020. Despite this progress, substantial monitoring disparities
persist. Of the 2 million water-quality measurements collected globally,
countries that represent the lower-income half of the world used only
60,000, creating critical knowledge gaps about the impacts of pollution,
climate change and biodiversity loss, putting the health and livelihood of
up to 4.8 billion people at risk by 2030. In situ data collected by national
authorities are essential, but innovations such as citizen science and
satellite-based Earth Observation also exist. Sierra Leone and Zambia have
already used citizen-generated data to report, and other countries are also
adopting this approach to help bridge data gaps.

Uneven water stress threatens global development

Global water stress remained steady at 18 per cent in 2022 - unchanged
since 2015, but regional disparities are stark. Many countries in Northern
Africa and Western Asia, and Central and Southern Asia face critical water
stress levels exceeding 75 per cent. Northern Africa and Western Asia have
also experienced a concerning 12 per cent increase in water stress since
2015. About 10 per cent of the global population now live under high or
critical water stress.

Economic sectors play a key role in shaping water stress levels. In 2022,
agriculture accounted for 72 per cent of global freshwater withdrawals,
followed by industry (15 per cent) and services (13 per cent). While essential
for food security and economic growth, agriculture is both a driver and

a casualty of water stress, making it one of the most vulnerable sectors.
Addressing water stress demands smarter water management, improved
agricultural water-use efficiency, strategic investments and policy reforms.
In addition, subnational and temporal data are needed to uncover hidden
vulnerabilities and guide targeted action.
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Water-use efficiency improves globally, but regional gaps persist

Between 2015 and 2022, global water-use efficiency rose by 23 per cent,
from $17.5/m3 to $21.5/m?, reflecting gains in economic output without
proportional increases in water use. However, 57 per cent of countries
still operate below the global benchmark of $20/m®. Regional disparities
are significant. Oceania and Europe and Northern America outperformed
the global average, while Central and Southern Asia recorded the lowest
efficiency levels.

The overall improvement was largely driven by economic growth, as total
water withdrawal remained nearly unchanged. Sectoral trends show that
municipal water use increased by 10 per cent, industrial use declined by

5 per cent and agricultural withdrawals remained stable. Efficiency varied
widely by sector in 2022: $38.5/m?® for industry, $114.4/m? for services and
just $0.7/m? for agriculture. Despite the low baseline, agriculture showed
the greatest relative gain, improving by 39.5 per cent over the period.
Boosting efficiency, particularly in agriculture, is critical for water-stressed
regions. This will require not only technological innovation, but also stronger
governance, policy frameworks and institutional capacity-building.

Water-use efficiency, 2015 and 2022 (dollars/m?3)
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Proven benefits of transboundary water
cooperation need wider implementation

Transboundary water cooperation supports sustainable development,
climate resilience and conflict prevention. Long-standing partnerships

- such as the 50-year collaboration on the Senegal River and the Brazil-
Paraguay cooperation through the Itaipu Commission - have improved water
access, irrigation, energy security and drought resilience. Despite these
benefits, cooperation remains limited. Of the 153 Member States sharing
transboundary waters, only 43 have operational arrangements covering over
90 per cent of their shared basins. More than 20 countries lack any such
arrangements, with Asia and Latin America particularly lagging. Progress has
been slow, with just eight countries increasing the coverage of operational
arrangements in their territory between 2020 and 2023.

Only 50 per cent of transboundary river and lake basins have joint flood
warning systems, and even fewer have joint disaster risk reduction (20 per
cent) or climate change adaptation strategies (14 per cent). To accelerate
progress by 2030, countries must strengthen political will, increase climate
and development finance, invest in capacity-building, and make greater use
of the global United Nations water conventions.

Freshwater ecosystems are under pressure
despite improved monitoring

Freshwater ecosystem degradation threatens biodiversity, food security and
livelihoods. Since 1970, 83 per cent of freshwater species populations have
declined, and 25 per cent of freshwater fish species are at risk of extinction.
In 2015, 61 per cent of countries reported one or more degraded water-
related ecosystem types. Encouragingly, this figure dropped to 31 per cent
in the 2017-2021 period. However, the inclusion of new water-quality data
indicated less progress, pushing the proportion back to 50 per cent. Regional
disparities are significant: over 60 per cent of countries in Central Asia,
South-Eastern Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa report degradation, compared
to 21 per cent in Oceania. Loss of permanent surface water in 364 river
basins driven by unsustainable practices and climate change has impacted
over 93 million people.

Despite the growing use of Earth Observation data, only one third of
countries have national wetland inventories, limiting the quality and use of
national data. Reversing degradation requires urgent investment in digital
monitoring, capacity-building and evidence-based policies to protect and
restore freshwater ecosystems.

Slow progress is seen for integrated water resources management, with insufficient financing a major

barrier

Global progress on integrated water resources management (IWRM)
remains slow, with implementation rising from 49 per cent in 2017 to 57 per
cent in 2023. While 47 countries (26 per cent) have reached or are close to
the “very high” implementation target, 73 countries (40 per cent) are being
left behind. Insufficient financing remains a major barrier, where 60 per

cent of countries lack effective revenue-raising mechanisms, and about 70
per cent report inadequate funding for water management at subnational
levels. Strengthening the link between IWRM and climate adaptation offers
untapped potential, but coordination, capacity and financing gaps persist.

Despite strong political commitments, cross-sector coordination remains

a challenge, with only half of countries reporting formal arrangements.
Progress on gender mainstreaming in water management is also slow, with
global scores rising slightly from 54 per cent in 2020 to 58 per cent in 2023.
However, 15 per cent of countries still lacked any gender mechanisms, and 31
per cent reported limited implementation.
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