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Abstract 

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic coincides with the tenth anniversary of the 

recognition of the rights to water and sanitation within the United Nations system. Although 

water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) remain critical for COVID-19 infection prevention 

and control, billions of people around the world lack access to basic WASH services in 

different spheres of life. Mostly affected are people living in vulnerable situations. While the 

pandemic has significantly impacted regulatory practices and access, key actors in the WASH 

sector continue to adopt diverse approaches to ensure safety, continuity, and reliability of 

supply. This chapter explores how COVID-19 influences WASH services and how the rights 

to water and sanitation can ultimately strengthen resilience to health pandemics? It makes 

recommendations from the perspective of inclusive development theory, for strengthening 

WASH sector governance towards ensuring the progressive realization of the rights to water 

and sanitation during and post the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

 

Experiences with the coronavirus pandemic illustrate the crucial importance of access to 

water and sanitation as basic human rights and as necessities for the realization of health, 

education, food, gender equality, and other human rights (United Nations 2020). Emergent 

issues, particularly include the high public health risks associated with lack of water and 
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sanitation and the disproportionate burden borne by women and girls, transgendered people, 

people living in informal settlements, people living with disabilities, the urban poor, migrant 

workers, workers in the informal sector, people who are sick or living with underlying health 

conditions, the elderly, school-aged children, and other groups living in vulnerable situations 

(Banerji 2020; Tan 2020; UNESCO n.d.). These highlight intersecting layers of inequalities 

in different situations of vulnerability and the interconnectedness of human rights. The 

pandemic has also demonstrated the imperative of leaving no one behind and ensuring 

universal access to water and sanitation to achieve sustainable development. From Africa to 

the Pan-European region, it is a similar picture: there are remarkable inequities in access to 

water and sanitation based on whether people live in urban or rural areas, whether people are 

rich or poor, and whether they have any special circumstances which render them vulnerable 

(Local Burden of Disease WaSH Collaborators 2020; Wang et al. 2019; World Health 

Organization & UN-Water 2019; United Nations 2020). Furthermore, because of the 

pandemic, several assumptions and modes of service delivery need to be reexamined to 

ensure continued suitability for promoting universal access to water and sanitation. It is in 

light of these realizations that this chapter examines the question: How has COVID-19 

influenced water, sanitation and hygiene services and how can the rights to water and 

sanitation strengthen resilience in health pandemics? This question is addressed from the 

perspective of inclusive development theory which emphasizes the need to address the social, 

relational, and ecological aspects of human development (Gupta, Pouw, & Ros-Tonen 2015). 

1 Evolution of the rights to water and sanitation over the past 

decade 

The past decade represents a significant milestone in the evolution of water and sanitation as 

human rights within the United Nations (UN) system. The General Assembly in July 2010 

adopted Resolution 64/292 recognizing ‘the right to safe and clean drinking water and 
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sanitation as a human right that is essential for the full enjoyment of life and all human rights’ 

(General Assembly 2010a, para. 1). The Resolution was adopted with 122 votes in favor and 

41 abstentions, while 29 countries were absent (General Assembly 2010b). The lack of 

opposing votes and the largely political and procedural reservations expressed by the 

countries voting on the Resolution was an indication of the widespread appreciation of the 

important human rights status of water and sanitation, particularly at the international level 

(Obani & Gupta 2015). The Human Rights Council affirmed in October 2010, in its 

Resolution 15/9 on Human Rights and Access to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation,  

that the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation is derived from the right to an 

adequate standard of living and inextricably related to the right to the highest attainable 

standard of physical and mental health, as well as the right to life and human dignity.  

(Human Rights Council 2010, para. 1) 

Both resolutions are remarkable for establishing the legal basis for recognizing water 

and sanitation as international human rights, despite the lack of explicit mention in the 

International Bill of Rights.1 Treaty bodies such as the Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (CESCR) have also recognized that the right to water is essential for 

realization of the right to an adequate standard of living in article 11(1) of the International 

Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and other economic, social, and cultural 

rights. Instances can be found in General Comment No. 6 of 1995 on the economic, social, 

and cultural rights of older persons and in General Comment No. 15 of 2002 on the right to 

water, which links the right to water to an adequate standard of living, the highest attainable 

standard of health, adequate housing and food, life and human dignity. Similarly, the Human 

Rights Committee, the monitoring body for the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights has specified in its General Comment No. 36 of 2018 on the right to life, para. 26, that 

water is essential for guaranteeing the right to life. States parties have a duty to take 
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appropriate measures to address direct threats to life or conditions which will prevent the 

enjoyment of the right to life with dignity.2 

While the rights to water and sanitation have evolved closely in international human 

rights law and water and sanitation services are often combined in the international 

development agenda, the distinctiveness of the right to sanitation from the right to water and 

the need for their separate consideration in some contexts was earlier recognized by the 

CESCR in its 2010 statement on the right to sanitation. The distinctiveness of the right to 

sanitation was also recognized in the General Assembly Resolution 70/169 in 2015, which 

signaled the recognition of the right to sanitation as an independent right. This is in line with 

scholarly arguments for delinking water and sanitation in policy and practice to promote the 

normative development and progressive realization of the latter right especially (Ellis & Feris 

2014; Obani & Gupta 2015). 

The past decade has witnessed a greater impetus for universal access to water and 

sanitation, as part of the international development agenda. This is a testament to the growing 

influence of the human rights to water and sanitation in policy and practice. For instance, the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) prioritize achieving by 2030 ‘universal and equitable 

access to safe and affordable drinking water for all’ (SDG 6.1) and ‘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’ (SDG 6.2). In contrast, the 

earlier UN Millennium Declaration adopted in September 2000 and the Plan of 

Implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development focused on halving by 

2015 the proportion of people without access to an improved drinking water source and/or to 

improved sanitation, particularly in developing countries (Fukuda, Noda & Oki 2019; Obani 

2020). The past decade has also witnessed an increase in the promotion of the rights to water 

and sanitation, both implicitly and expressly, through national constitutions, domestic laws, 



judicial decisions, and domestic human rights institutions (WaterLex 2014a; WaterLex 

2014b). There has been significant progress in the normative development of the rights to 

water and sanitation over the past decade and significant progress in understanding best 

practices for progressive realization. 

Remarkably, there is growing emphasis on addressing inherent limitations of the 

rights which affect utility value (Feris 2015; Hall, Van Koppen, & Van Houweling 2014) and 

on improving the synergies and interrelations between the rights to water and sanitation, 

water governance broadly and other related rights to reduce tensions and improve mutual 

gains in practice (Water Supply & Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC) & United 

Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (OHCHR) 2020; Obani & Gupta 

2014; Barry 2020; Viñuales 2019). Concerns also remain around the drivers of lack of access 

(Sinharoy, Pittluck, & Clasen 2019); the role of States and other actors (including the private 

sector, development partners, implementing partners and others involved in the water and 

sanitation sectors) towards promoting the realization of the rights to water and sanitation 

(Alston 2018); limitations of a purely technocratic approach to implementing the rights to 

water and sanitation (Birkenholtz 2016); and best practices for ensuring inclusive access to 

and allocation of water and sanitation and promoting the accountability of all relevant 

stakeholders particularly for the most vulnerable and marginalized groups that are 

characteristically left behind and excluded from accessing water and sanitation services 

(World Health Organization, UN-Water 2019; Heller 2018; Joshi 2017; WSSCC 2020). 

The impact of environmental disasters, climate change, public health crises, and 

(financial, natural, and other) resource constraints also continue to drive interest in improving 

the resilience of water and sanitation infrastructure and governance systems (McGranahan 

2015; Johannessen et al. 2014). Against this background, the normative content of the rights 

to water and sanitation – namely, availability; accessibility; safety; affordability; and 
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acceptability – offer a basis for assessing the quality of service delivery and promoting 

continuous and reliable access for everyone, during and post-crisis. 

2 Impacts of COVID-19 on water and sanitation services 

Infection prevention and control during the pandemic requires continuous and reliable access 

to water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) services, including sufficient residual chlorine in 

water supplies, among other recommended measures. There are also concerns about the risks 

of contamination of the water cycle and the need for environmental sanitation management to 

prevent COVID-19 transmission and environmental degradation generally (Patrício Silva et 

al. 2021; Vardoulakis et al. 2020). Moreover, there are indications that wastewater 

surveillance can contribute to the management of COVID-19 (World Health Organization 

2020; Street et al. 2020; Daughton 2020; Bogler et al. 2020). Recognizing the importance of 

water and hygiene for the control of transmission and management of COVID-19, there has 

been an increasing focus on ensuring continuous, safe, and reliable basic water and hygiene 

services in many countries. Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the rights to 

water and sanitation in at least three ways: (a) availability of services; (b) affordability and 

other economic impacts on consumers and operators; and (c) impacts on governance and 

regulation of services. 

2.1 Availability of services 

With most people confined to their homes during lockdowns, there was significant increase in 

domestic demand for water. Jordan recorded an increase of 40 percent in domestic demand 

for water supply during the early stages of the pandemic (Jordan, 2020). People could 

increasingly resort to open defecation due to the inaccessibility of public toilets or fear of 

infection from using shared toilets during the pandemic. In countries such as the United 

Kingdom, for instance, the closure of public lavatories during the early lockdown was shown 

to have reduced the availability of WASH facilities (Khan 2020; Brown 2020). There are also 
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reports of healthcare facilities and quarantine centers in several countries that were operating 

without adequate WASH services, thereby increasing the risk of infection among populations 

in vulnerable situations (Kumari & Pisharody 2020; Human Rights Watch 2020). The 

negative impacts of the pandemic on availability, coupled with increased demand for WASH 

services, are likely to impede progress with access to improved water sources and the 

eradication of open defecation. 

The widespread closure of borders and ensuing global supply chain disruptions at the 

beginning of the pandemic also resulted in shortages of menstrual hygiene materials and 

other hygiene supplies in some countries, exacerbating period poverty and hygiene-related 

health risks to women and girls (Plan International 2020; Ortman 2020). Household 

sanitation and hygiene supplies such as toilet rolls and hand sanitizers were often among the 

items which consumers hoarded at the beginning of the lockdowns, leading to temporary 

scarcity and significant price hikes in several countries (Mao 2020; Mullen 2020; Agence 

France-Presse 2020). Under such circumstances, people are forced to resort to unhygienic 

alternatives and practices which endanger their health and increase the risk of environmental 

degradation. 

2.2 Affordability and other economic impacts on consumers and 

operators 

The loss of income and the economic downturn during the pandemic has affected the ability 

of some persons to pay their bills and/or access basic WASH services, particularly for 

consumers who rely on private service providers (Gout & Kelly 2020; Carman & Nataraj 

2020). A recent report of the immediate past Special Rapporteur on the human rights to safe 

drinking water and sanitation, Léo Heller (2020), focused on human rights and the 

privatization of water and sanitation services, and draws from experiences during pandemics 

in South Africa, Spain, and Brazil. He hints at the distinct approaches to service delivery by 

file:///C:/Users/User/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_Kjaerum_Normalised_Files_to_CE.zip/02_Normalised%20Files%20to%20CE/04_Chapters%20for%20Editing/14_CHAP13.docx%23CBML_BIB_ch13_0028
file:///C:/Users/User/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_Kjaerum_Normalised_Files_to_CE.zip/02_Normalised%20Files%20to%20CE/04_Chapters%20for%20Editing/14_CHAP13.docx%23CBML_BIB_ch13_0049
file:///C:/Users/User/AppData/Local/Temp/Temp1_Kjaerum_Normalised_Files_to_CE.zip/02_Normalised%20Files%20to%20CE/04_Chapters%20for%20Editing/14_CHAP13.docx%23CBML_BIB_ch13_0002


the private sector, concerned with the economic sustainability of their operations and the right 

to disconnect customers for non-payment of bills, and the public sector and civil society 

organizations, concerned with universal access irrespective of consumers’ economic ability. 

The report highlights that: 

 

 [T]he coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic in 2020 … mak[es] clear the need for 

States to intervene in the water sector by suspending payments of water bills, temporarily 

prohibiting disconnections and reconnecting people to services in order to ensure sufficient 

water for handwashing.  

(Heller 2020, para. 11) 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic-related measures have also increased or at least altered the 

means and related cost of providing basic services, particularly for vulnerable groups, with 

the potential effect of eroding the progress made so far with advancing national, regional, and 

global development goals such as the SDGs. Utilities have incurred additional costs related to 

either adapting their operations to the crisis or implementing the regulatory requirements for 

ensuring the safety of their operations, sourcing materials and services for their operations, 

and other general challenges with keeping their businesses running during the pandemic 

(Butler et al. 2020). They are also exposed to billing losses and reduced revenues linked to 

COVID-19 related measures (Butler et al. 2020), while some who are reliant on foreign loans 

and equipment and materials have sustained losses due to fluctuations in the value of the 

dollar. Utilities may not have recorded any significant increase in water consumption because 

the shutdown of many businesses and public places during the lockdowns would have offset 

any additional demand for water by residential consumers. However, the closure of 



commercial buildings and industries during the periods of lockdowns may have negatively 

affected the cross-subsidy systems, due to the loss of earnings from higher paying 

commercial consumers. Conversely, households are likely to have recorded significant 

increase in consumption (Kalbusch 2020), at a time when consumers without stable sources 

of income or savings may be unable to afford tariffs for basic services. 

On the flip side, experiences with the pandemic have increased attention to alternative 

ways of improving the efficiency of the water and sanitation sector in crisis situations, 

particularly through digitization and automation of processes. This is mainly beneficial to 

utilities that have the resources to transition to the requirements of the ‘new normal’ without 

compromising the quality of service delivery in the process. 

2.3 COVID-19 and the governance and regulation of services 

In the wake of the pandemic, national and subnational governments around the world have 

enacted laws imposing quarantine, physical distancing, curfews, and other similar measures 

with implications for the governance of organizations, regulation of services and related 

human rights. Although operators of water and sanitation services have often been exempted 

from closure due to the essential nature of their services for preserving human life and 

wellbeing during the COVID-19 pandemic, the sector is not immune from the broader 

impacts of COVID-19 response measures. For instance, the initial disruptions to global 

supply chains due to border closures may have affected access to water treatment chemicals 

and hygiene materials for operators depending on imported chemicals (Chau et al. 2020). 

Also, physical distancing obligations and health concerns among the workforce may have 

limited the ability of service providers and even regulatory agencies to work at their full 

capacity (Chau et al. 2020). 

The fast pace of regulatory changes and developments with the pandemic require 

coordination with various stakeholders, including various levels of government responsible 
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for the regulation of water, sanitation, health and emergencies, service providers, consumers, 

and other key stakeholders. In the case of Brazil, water and sanitation services fall under the 

regulatory competence of the municipal government (Werneck 2020). Nonetheless, over 50 

regulatory instruments affecting water and sanitation have been passed during the COVID-19 

pandemic, by other levels of government as well, often without prior technical support and 

interaction between the various levels. The lack of coordination between government 

agencies and other stakeholders in the water and sanitation sector, particularly operators, 

negatively affects regulatory efficiency and outcomes in practice (Obani & Gupta 2014). In 

one instance in Brazil, the legislative assembly of one federal district passed an emergency 

regulation providing that everyone consuming less than 10 cubic meters of water per month 

should be entitled to free services (Werneck 2020). This amounted to 60–70 percent of the 

total number of consumers in that federal district; subsequent consultations with the 

regulatory agency revealed that the regulation would result in around $20 million in revenue 

loss (Werneck 2020). This realization led to a review of the regulation so that only those 

consuming less than 10 cubic meters of water per month and registered as a low-income 

household would be entitled to the free services, thereby reducing the revenue loss reduced to 

around $6 million (Werneck 2020). 

The fast pace of changes during the COVID-19 pandemic also has implications for 

the number of enquiries, demands, or complaints from consumers, increasing the workload 

for service providers and regulators (Chau et al. 2020). Furthermore, there has been 

widespread reprioritizing of scheduled activities of operators and regulators, to refocus 

attention on the immediate needs during the pandemic (Chau et al. 2020). In some cases, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has affected the quality of data available for planning purposes as 

regulators face constraints in conducting new surveys during the pandemic (Chau et al. 

2020). 



3 Human rights implications of measures adopted for water and 

sanitation services during the pandemic 

3.1 Affordability and flexible payment options 

Extension of free or subsidized services to existing consumers, cash-based interventions for 

households, and price control mechanisms are some of the policies so far adopted for 

ensuring affordability of WASH services during the COVID-19 pandemic (Capodeferro & 

Smiderle 2020). Other interventions adopted by several countries, particularly during the 

early months of the pandemic, include targeted tariff reduction strategy for specified 

consumers, reconnection of consumers, suspension of service disconnections due to non-

payment of tariffs and other similar changes in billing methods, suspension of procedures for 

payment defaults including fines and interests on late payments and the listing of consumers 

owing tariffs in public debtors’ lists (Capodeferro & Smiderle 2020; UNICEF 2020). Such 

interventions are often mainly beneficial to consumers who are already linked to the network 

and may inadvertently widen the service gap between the served and the un/underserved in 

the absence of deliberate efforts for service expansion during the pandemic. Considering this, 

policies for affordability ought to be combined with the deliberate expansion of services to 

vulnerable populations and those without piped connections, including through the adoption 

of emergency solutions and alternative supply options, repair of leakages, and promotion of 

conservation and behavioral change to support the efficient use of available WASH services. 

The availability of financial support from the government to the water and sanitation 

sector in some countries may have cushioned operators from significant increases in 

operation cost, thereby ensuring that tariffs remained stable for consumers. While it is not yet 

clear how much of COVID-19 recovery funds from government and other stakeholders are 

invested in the WASH sector, the human rights framework requires the application of 
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maximum available resources for the progressive realization of universal access. Legal and 

systemic barriers to the progressive realization of universal access to water and sanitation 

ought to be removed, including through legal reform to formally recognize the obligations of 

the government relating to water and sanitation services. In practice, progressive realization 

requires improvements in the number of persons served, as well as the quality of service 

which they access (Heller 2015). This would require monitoring and disaggregation of the 

data on access and service levels, to understand the intersecting drivers of access and identify 

persons who need the most assistance with affordability measures and other forms of support 

to improve their access levels. 

3.2 Physical accessibility 

Governments, development partners, and other key stakeholders have adopted several 

approaches for ensuring the accessibility of WASH services during the pandemic, including 

promoting widespread local production and direct distribution of hygiene materials, provision 

of WASH services in public settings, and utilities increasing water supply volumes and 

service hours to meet surge in demand (UNICEF 2020). The courts have also played a key 

role in compelling the executive arm of government to respect the rights to basic services 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, for instance in Zimbabwe where the right to water is 

recognized in the national constitution (Tapfumaneyi 2020). 

Whereas the human rights framework does not prescribe technical guidelines for 

availability, accessibility, or any other normative content, it is important that as a minimum, 

the design and quality of the infrastructure, materials, and services do not compromise the 

safety of users or the environment. The COVID-19 pandemic makes it more critical to ensure 

proper education on the operation and maintenance of the infrastructure. Furthermore, the 

number of functional water service points and sanitation facilities should be sufficient to 

encourage proper use and physical distancing while also minimizing the waiting time for 
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users and crowds around the service points and facilities, in order to reduce the risk of 

community transmission. It is also necessary to carefully consider precautionary public health 

measures and options for service delivery with minimal physical contact between the 

operators and consumers, including suspension of field visits except for handling urgent 

complaints and repairs and equipping the workers with sufficient personal protective 

equipment (PPE) and hygiene supplies. 

The exigencies of the COVID-19 pandemic hindered the full implementation of 

drinking water quality control and solid management plans, especially during the start of the 

pandemic (Chau et al. 2020). This required the identification of regulatory measures to 

safeguard reliable supply of services, including the adoption of some degree of flexibility by 

utilities and service providers in meeting service requirements. Utilities are also inclined to 

increase digitalization and automation of their processes, where possible, to improve the 

resilience of their operations and risk preparedness (Chau et al. 2020). Notwithstanding, such 

flexibility must not compromise the safety of users and the workers involved in the delivery 

of the WASH services. Neither should there be an overreliance on digital solutions and 

automation of processes resulting in a relapse into a technocratic approach to the delivery of 

WASH services at the expense of the rights and wellbeing of the public. 

3.3 Access to information, participation, and accountability 

With the COVID-19 pandemic, major concerns at the onset were access to information about 

the disease and government response measures and expectations of the citizens (Human 

Rights Watch 2020). In addition to access to service points and facilities for infection 

prevention and control, information about the proper use of the facilities and compliance 

measures for COVID-19 prevention and control are also critical for ensuring good health 

outcomes. Over time, many countries, development partners, and other key stakeholders have 

adopted various approaches for improving access to information about COVID-19 (including 
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proper handwashing, hygiene, proper use of infrastructure, proper use and disposal of 

personal protective equipment and face masks and how to comply with infection prevention 

and control measures to ensure effectiveness) and public access to figures on confirmed 

COVID-19 cases, recoveries, and fatalities (UNICEF 2020). Many countries, such as Nigeria, 

Ghana, the United Kingdom, Brazil, and China, are maintaining ongoing communication 

with the public, including through dedicated webpages with official information on COVID-

19 and helplines for the public to contact about COVID-19 symptoms or related concerns. 

Improved access to information has been important to empowering the population to 

cope better with COVID-19, protecting themselves against infection and seeking health 

assistance from the proper channels, and strengthening their health outcomes overall. Access 

to information about governments’ financial, economic, and social policy responses to the 

COVID-19 pandemic has also facilitated requests for accountability over the decision making 

and implementation of the relevant policies by the government and other key stakeholders 

charged with managing the COVID-19 pandemic (Arce & Forti 2020). There have also been 

efforts to facilitate the participation of key stakeholders and left behind groups in the 

promotion of infection prevention and control and compliance monitoring within the 

population. Approaches adopted for this include partnering with the representatives of key 

stakeholders and left behind groups to disseminate COVID-19 information, context-specific 

communication materials and targeted behavior change and hygiene messaging. For instance, 

in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, UNICEF adopted the approach of 

training religious leaders on COVID-19 information to reach millions of local people with 

information about good handwashing and hygiene practices and engaged with the Child 

Advisory Council of the Supreme Council for Women and Childhood in the United Arab 

Emirates on issues of misinformation over COVID-19 (UNICEF 2020). Similarly, in Egypt, 
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the IOM engaged leaders of the migrant community through ‘communication corridors’ 

designed to facilitate constant circular exchanges (UNICEF 2020). 

4 Towards sustainability of the rights to water and sanitation 

Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic has produced contrary impacts on the rights to water and 

sanitation. On the one hand, the pandemic has significantly raised the importance of universal 

access to continuous, safe and reliable water, sanitation, and hygiene services within 

households and in public places, as a key infection prevention and control measure. The 

difficulties experienced by vulnerable groups, particularly at the beginning of the pandemic 

and the lockdowns, have highlighted the disproportionate burden of multidimensional risks 

which they face during crisis, largely due to poor access to basic services. Notwithstanding, 

lack of reliable, sufficiently disaggregated official population data remains a major 

impediment to planning, implementing, and monitoring specific progress in the access and 

use of WASH and other essential services by those furthest behind. This reinforces the need 

for progressive implementation of the rights to water and sanitation and the monitoring of 

progress for various groups within the population, both as a legal obligation of the 

government and as an important component of risk preparedness. 

On the other hand, the COVID-19 pandemic threatens to cause retrogression in the 

progress made with the eradication of open defecation and access to improved water and 

sanitation due to the difficulties of accessing basic services due to lockdowns, loss of income, 

or supply chain disruptions among other factors. To minimize the negative impacts, it is 

important to ensure that vulnerable groups are prioritized in policies for continuous and 

reliable supply of safe drinking water, sanitation, and hygiene during the pandemic. This is in 

line with the human rights principle of the progressive realization of access and requires the 

use of maximum available resources for this purpose. The resilience of critical supply chains 

for products required for basic WASH services should also be strengthened as part of risk 
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preparedness, to ensure that relevant products remain locally available during crisis and the 

recovery phases. 

An analysis of the approaches adopted for the provision of WASH services during the 

COVID-19 pandemic highlight important lessons for the realization of the rights to water and 

sanitation, particularly during health pandemics. First, approaches which focus on averages 

without disaggregating the special needs of vulnerable groups at risk of limited or no access 

to WASH services will exacerbate inequities in access and raise public health risks. Second, 

providing access to WASH services during the pandemic may require some degree of 

flexibility with technical and regulatory standards and increased digitalization of processes. 

There may also be a need to adapt emergency solutions and alternative temporary approaches 

for service provision to ensure coverage expansion during the pandemic. These should be 

deployed in ways that safeguard the health and safety of consumers and service providers. 

Strengthening institutional governance processes, data integrity and adaptability of 

institutions should also be part of risk preparedness strategy. 

In addition, most of the interventions for improving access to WASH during the 

pandemic, particularly for vulnerable groups who would otherwise have been left without 

basic services, have involved partnerships between government and other stakeholders such 

as development partners, UN agencies, civil society, faith-based organizations, media, and 

the private sector. Each of these stakeholders strengthened the WASH interventions through 

their respective attributes, such as their public interest values, financial capacity, legitimacy 

and motivational qualities, strong grassroots networks, or historical rootedness. This 

underscores the need for inclusive and participatory governance processes in the WASH 

sector and the risks of corporate capture. The capacity of various stakeholders who are either 

directly involved in the delivery of WASH services or whose actions impact the rights to 



water and sanitations in any way should be strengthened to promote the progressive 

realization of the rights and improve coordination within the sector. 

Beyond addressing the immediate concerns of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is 

important to prioritize approaches which can support long-term risk reduction and 

preparedness and can be consolidated beyond the pandemic. Multi-stakeholder partnerships 

for promoting universal access to water and sanitation that have been active in the pandemic 

response should be assessed for responsiveness to various drivers of vulnerability. The 

partnerships should also be designed with the active participation of the public, bearing in 

mind spatial, social, cultural, and legal barriers to effective participation of groups in 

vulnerable situations. It is important for the population, as rightsholders, to be empowered to 

contribute to operationalizing disaster preparedness and response plans, participatory 

governance processes, and to generally demonstrate agency in support of the progressive 

realization of the rights to water and sanitation for all during the next decade. 

Furthermore, it is important for utilities to align their emergency response measures 

with human rights standards. Utilities should also prioritize safe exit strategies from their 

emergency COVID-19 operations which do not compromise progressive realization of 

universal and equitable access in the recovery phase. This would entail not only paying 

attention to technical standards for drinking water safety, for instance, considering that the 

quality of the stagnant water in building pipelines may have deteriorated during lockdowns, 

but prioritizing the progressive realization of the rights to water and sanitation including 

through the adoption of measures that guarantee access to basic services for vulnerable users 

according to their circumstances and needs. Utilities may also need additional financial or 

other forms of support from the government and other stakeholders, to improve their capacity 

to mitigate any negative impacts on their operations caused by the pandemic and the duty to 

expand services to vulnerable groups. 



Overall, COVID-19 has triggered the active engagement of the public and private 

sector, including multiple stakeholder and grassroots social networks, in efforts to limit the 

spread of the pandemic and mitigate the resulting social and economic disruptions and other 

environmental problems (Kanda & Kivimaa 2020; Shorfuzzaman, Hossain, & Alhamid 2021; 

Rume & Islam 2020). COVID-19 has significantly influenced the behaviors of individuals 

and the operations of businesses, particularly in relation to sustainable consumption and 

environmental awareness (Severo, De Guimarães, & Dellarmelin 2020). Also, the impacts of 

the pandemic are likely to last into the recovery phase and beyond (Rowan & Laffey 2021). 

The evidence highlights the potential of COVID-19 to elicit sustainability transitions in 

diverse sectors (Karmaker et al. 2021; Wells, Abouarghoub, Pettit, & Beresford 2020). As 

regards water and sanitation, the pandemic could similarly shape a transition to inclusive 

service delivery models and be used in collective demands and claims by social groups 

requesting national and local authorities to respect, protect, and fulfill the human rights to 

water and sanitation (Parikh, Diep, Gupte, & Lakhanpaul 2020). 
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recognised in a variety of human rights treaties, and international declarations and 
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Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women stipulates that States 

parties shall ensure to women the right to ‘enjoy adequate living conditions, 

particularly in relation to […] water supply’. Article 24, paragraph 2, of the 
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water’. 
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right to water (cf. Kiefer & Brölmann 2005). Obani & Gupta (2015) consider some of 

the limitations that are associated with implying the rights to water and sanitation 
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