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European countries set targets for giving everyone access to safe and affordable water and sanitation
Geneva, 23 November 2010 -Reducing economic barriers to access to safe drinking-water is one of the key objectives of the Second Meeting of the Parties to the Protocol on Water and Health, which starts today in Bucharest, Romania. Representatives from 34
European countries, including both Parties and non-Parties to the Protocol, meet to review their progress in providing cleaner water and better sanitation to more people, especially in times of economic constraint. Water and
sanitation bills can threaten strained household incomes, in rich and poor countries alike, hampering access.
“Public health cannot advance without safe water for everybody. This meeting is a further milestone in a process to increase the number of European citizens with access to safe drinking-water and basic sanitation, thus reducing
the more than 330 000 cases of water-related disease that are reported on average every year in the WHO European Region,” says Ms Zsuzsanna Jakab, WHO Regional Director for Europe. “We therefore call on all countries to be
bold in adopting measurable targets for the significant reduction of the current burden of water-related disease and the fulfilment of the human right to water.”
Access to an improved water supply and sanitation has in general increased across Europe, resulting in an 80% decrease in diarrhoeal disease in young children from 1995 to 2005. Nevertheless, more than 50% of the rural
population in eastern countries still lives in homes that are not connected to a safe drinking-water supply, and this proportion is growing in some countries. Sanitary equipment is insufficient in some areas of Europe, and about 85
million people (including more than 20 million in the lowest-income groups in the European Union) still lack toilets in their homes. The Protocol on Water and Health is the first international legal agreement adopted to ensure
access to safe drinking-water and the provision of sanitation for everyone.
The Protocol recognizes that access to safe water can only be achieved if water resources are adequately protected and wisely managed. “In the pan-European region, industrialization, intensification of agriculture, urbanization and
increased demands on recreational waters, as well as the anticipated negative effects of climate change, threaten our waters. The solutions to these problems lie beyond the water and health sectors. They lie in the formulation and
implementation of policies, the effectiveness of institutions, the translation of political will into action, the allocation of resources at the national and international levels, and the capacity of countries. The Protocol is a powerful tool
to guide countries towards modern and effective governance,” says Mr Ján Kubiš, Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE).
Extreme weather events are growing in frequency and intensity, and affect both the quantity and quality of water resources, raising concern among policy-makers and citizens alike. The number of extreme events in Europe
increased by 65% between 1998 and 2007, with overall economic losses doubling to €13.7 billion from the previous decade.
To respond to these problems, the Protocol provides a comprehensive framework for mutual assistance between Parties, including technical guidance and financial assistance.
Over 150 rivers run across national boundaries in Europe, so international cooperation is crucial to ensure the sustainable use of these resources. The recent sludge spill in Hungary, resulting in 9 deaths and over 150 injuries 10
years after a similar accident in Romania, is a reminder that risk from currently used and heritage industrial sites is common to many countries and can cross borders. The Protocol on Water and Health, with its parent Convention
on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, can support action to identify and remediate contamination that can harm health through polluted water, and the Meeting in Bucharest offers a
unique opportunity to discuss options.
At the Meeting, Parties will report on all water- and health-related aspects for the first time. They will review progress in achieving national targets and plan for the challenges ahead. In addition, the participants will discuss the
wide variety of topics addressed over the past three years, including the ratification and implementation of the Protocol, development of integrated strategies for water and health, the specific challenges of small-scale water supply,
and access to information and public participation under the Protocol.
Notes to editors
The Second Meeting of the Parties to the Protocol takes place on 23–25 November 2010 in Bucharest, Romania and is hosted by the Ministry of Environment. Romania has served as the Protocol’s Chair for the last four years, and
Norway will take over this role during the Meeting.
The Protocol on Water and Health to the Convention on Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes is the world’s first international legally binding agreement to protect human health and well-being
through better water management, including the protection of water ecosystems and the prevention, control and reduction of water-related diseases.
The Protocol was adopted in 1999 and signed by 36 countries at the Third Ministerial Conference on Environment and Health. It entered into force in 2005 and has 24 Parties and 14 Signatories. The Protocol has a secretariat
provided jointly by UNECE and the WHO Regional Office for Europe.
The 24 Parties (ratifying countries) are: Albania, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Belgium, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, the
Republic of Moldova, Romania, the Russian Federation, Slovakia, Spain, Switzerland and Ukraine. The additional 14 Signatories are Armenia, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark, Georgia, Greece, Iceland, Italy, Malta, Monaco, Poland,
Slovenia, Sweden and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.
The WHO European Region comprises 53 countries (http://www.euro.who.int/en/where-we-work), while UNECE serves 56 countries within and outside the European Union, in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and in
North America.
The WHO system for surveillance of communicable diseases covers water-related diseases, including campylobacteriosis,viral hepatitis A, giardiasis, Shigella bloody diarrhoea, enterohaemorrhagic Escherichia coli infection,
legionellosis and cholera.
The web sites of the WHO Regional Office for Europe and UNECE offer more information on:
• the Second Meeting of the Parties to the Protocol on Water and Health (
http://www.euro.who.int/en/what-we-do/health-topics/environmental-health/water-and-sanitation/protocol-on-water-and-health/protocol-bodies/meeting-of-the-parties/second-meeting-of-the-parties-to-the-protocol-on-water-and-health
and www.unece.org/env/water/whmop2.htm);
• theProtocol on Water and Health to the Convention on Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes
(http://www.euro.who.int/en/what-we-do/health-topics/environmental-health/water-and-sanitation/protocol-on-water-and-health);
• the Regional Office water and sanitation programme (http://www.euro.who.int/watsan);
• the UNECE water programme (http://www.unece.org/env/water/welcome.html); and
• the conclusion of the Regional Office mission on the health impact of the sludge spill in Hungary (
http://www.euro.who.int/en/what-we-do/health-topics/environmental-health/water-and-sanitation/news/news/2010/10/whoeurope-concludes-mission-on-health-impact-of-sludge-spill-in-hungary).
Russian, French and German versions of this press release will soon be available on the WHO Regional Office for Europe web site. To subscribe to or unsubscribe from this mailing list, please send an e-mail to
medialist@euro.who.int
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