Confluence of Expertise, Flow of Communication Are Key to Addressing Global Water Crisis
Most Americans flush their toilets with water that is clean enough to drink. Conversely, many of the nearly one billion people in the world who lack access to clean water must drink water that is contaminated with human and animal waste. In addition, 2.5 billion people (about 40 percent of the world’s population) lack access to basic sanitation facilities such as toilets or latrines. 
The upshot? According to the United Nations (UN), nearly 5,000 children die every day from diarrhea and other water-related diseases. Prevention of most of these deaths would not require medical intervention or sophisticated technology—just improved hygiene practices and access to clean drinking water. People and organizations around the globe are trying to help, so why do these numbers remain so high?
Conference on Water and Sanitation

On April 4, the Philadelphia Global Water Initiative (PGWI) held its third annual conference, entitled “Exploring the Public Health and Water/Sanitation Connection in Low-Income Regions” at The College of Physicians of Philadelphia. At the event, a panel of experts from various disciplines discussed how improved communication and collaboration among stakeholders could improve the effectiveness of water and sanitation projects and accelerate their completion.
The panelists described a variety of issues that complicate the implementation of viable solutions in low-income areas. For example, the long-term success of a water pump or latrine usually requires the users to make some payment for use, and some community members must learn to maintain the equipment. But many are reluctant to pay for water when it has always been free. With the help of actors and translators, community ownership of water projects is often achieved through educational dramas that illustrate how proper hygiene and a local source of clean water can increase prosperity by reducing medical bills and allowing women to work instead of walking for hours every day to collect water.
Similarly, many water and sanitation projects in developing countries fail because researchers and donors have agendas that conflict with the development of for better solutions. When researchers return to a village a few years after installing a pump or latrine, they often find the equipment unused and unusable. But according to Kellogg Schwab, Director of Johns Hopkins Center for Water and Health, these research teams fear that publishing information about failed projects will harm their careers. When the causes of failure remain undisclosed, mistakes are repeated and more projects fail.
As for funding, donors often restrict the use of their contributions to paying for materials and installation because they want quick, tangible results. While these donors often feel that their stipulations are “results-oriented”, such restrictions actually impede the design of sustainable solutions by forcing the implementation of quick fixes. What is needed, according to Schwab, is funding for sustainability studies that help to reveal the keys to making water and sanitation projects successful in the long term. But donors are far less eager to support projects that do not generate heartwarming stories and photographs for their publications.
A common theme expressed by most of the experts was that improved cooperation and communication among stakeholders is crucial to achieving effective, sustainable solutions to the world’s water and sanitation problems. Engineers are needed to ensure proper installation and maintainability, public health experts to provide input on preventing the spread of disease, environmental scientists to assess ecological impact and sustainability, governments to implement budgets for water and sanitation, non-governmental organizations to prevent political interests from trumping effective and equitable solutions, finance experts to create mechanisms that ensure economic sustainability, social scientists to understand the needs of different ethnic groups, researchers to investigate the causes of long-term success or failure, and communicators and marketers to convey the benefits of water and sanitation projects and the need for ongoing community responsibility to maintain those benefits.
When proper coordination is lacking, money and effort is wasted and projects fail. Significant physical and financial investments have been made to improve the water and sanitation conditions in Kibera, a large slum settlement in Nairobi. A UN report states that poor project integration, design, and governance “has resulted in ineffective allocating of resources with no visible improvement to the lives of Kibera’s residents.” Developed nations make the same mistakes, and they often have more money to waste. A 2003 U.S. Geological Survey grant proposal cites a “$60 million dollar water centralization project which…nearly failed due to difficulties associated with linking stakeholders to the [multiple issues of]…water quality and quantity, environmental justice, compliance with federal water laws, and homeland security.”
According to Stan Laskowski, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania and president of PGWI, the organization acts as a connecting hub that facilitates communication among all concerned parties, with the goal of optimizing the design and implementation of effective, sustainable solutions to water and sanitation issues. On its website, PGWI describes itself as “a group of interested organizations and individuals committed to helping to meet the UN Millennium Development Goals for water/sanitation throughout the world.” Laskowski’s ultimate aim? “To save as many lives as possible.”

UN Millennium Development Goals

The UN Millennium Development Goals, commonly referred to as MDGs, set targets for reducing hunger, poverty, gender inequity, infant mortality, and environmental damage, and for increasing access to health care and basic education. By 2015, the MDGs also aim to reduce by half the proportion of the world’s population lacking access to safe drinking water and “improved” sanitation (basically a private or public toilet). Because the world’s population is expected to continue growing, successful achievement of these goals would still leave nearly 800 million people without access to clean drinking water, according to a report from the World Health Organization.
Recent data suggest that many of the targets will not be achieved by 2015. The UN’s 2008 MDG report states that progress has been impaired by the global economic slowdown, and by rising prices for food and oil. While the drinking water goal is within reach, progress is lagging in Sub-Saharan Africa, the most severely affected region. And the widespread practice of open defecation in Africa and Southern Asia is evidence of the UN’s assertion that only a small fraction of the desired sanitation improvements have been made in those areas since 1990.
Lack of access to clean water and sanitation does not just cause unnecessary disease and death. It also impacts productivity, education, and gender equality. Water-related illnesses keep adults out of work and children out of school. Even when they are healthy, many in developing countries (mostly women and children) are precluded from earning money or attending school because they must spend hours every day walking to fetch water from distant sources. The lack of private sanitary facilities at schools causes many girls to stop attending when they reach puberty, thus perpetuating gender inequalities in education and work skills.

Agriculture and Chemical Pollutants
Citizens of developed nations are accustomed to the unlimited availability of cheap, clean water for agricultural, industrial, and home use. Many have taken it for granted, even as their activities have polluted and depleted the sources of that water. Many are unaware of the global water and sanitation crisis and of the water shortages that will likely impact their own countries in the near future. 
There have been warning signs. In 2002, The Independent reported that “30 per cent of Italians do not have a regular or sufficient water supply in their homes, and 20 per cent use water that fails to meet standards recommended by the World Health Organisation.” In Arkansas, agricultural water use has drained the underlying aquifer faster than it is replenished, causing large areas of land to subside, and creating concern about future water availability. And in PGWI’s hometown of Philadelphia, the discovery of pharmaceuticals in the region’s drinking water supply made front-page headlines in 2008. According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, global warming is likely to increase the frequency of droughts and wildfires, putting further stress on water supplies in many areas.

70% of the world’s water use is related to agriculture. Use of groundwater for irrigation lowers water tables, sometimes shocking inland ecosystems by causing an influx of salt water. Runoff from farming pollutes nearby streams with animal waste and chemical fertilizers. These pollutants flow downstream to rivers and oceans, harming their ecosystems. The Chesapeake Bay Foundation, for example, cites nitrogen from agricultural runoff as “the most serious pollution problem for the Bay because it causes algae blooms that consume oxygen, which lowers dissolved oxygen levels so severely that fish and shellfish die.”
The draining of aquifers, the possibilities of drought caused by climate change, and the increasing variety of chemicals found in the world’s water will increase media coverage of water-related health issues. Organizations like PGWI, Rotary International, and the American Public Health Association (APHA) are already working to raise awareness of the issues and to craft solutions. APHA’s 137th Annual Meeting and Exposition, entitled “Water and Public Health”, will be held in Philadelphia in November 2009.
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