
The Decade at half-time 
The winners will be those who, through the efforts and commitment 
generated by the International Drinking Water Supply and Sanitation 
Decade, will receive a supply when they previously had none at all 

11 he end of the first half of the 
International Drinking Water 
Supply and Sanitation Decade 

(IDWSSD) on 31 December 1985 had 
many features in common with half
time at a football match. The players 
leave the field to contemplate what 
has happened during the previous 45 
minutes, to identify their weaknesses 
and the opposition's strength, and to 
decide on their strategy for the second 
half. The analogy is particularly ap
propriate this year when a focus of 
world attention has been on Mexico 
and the World Cup. 

The similarity between the Decade 
and a football match goes even fur
ther. In taking on the individual chal
lenge, countries have established coor
dinating mechanisms and national 
committees (the teams), have de
veloped national plans (the strategy 
for the game), and have set their sights 
on goals. 

In the case of the _ID_WS_SD ,~ the 
spectators have been largely sup
porting the team trying to attain 
the national Decade goals, although 
there have also been a few supporters 
for the other side ; and goals were 
scored by the opposition. These take 
the form of additional constraints 
placed in the way of Decade progress 
and can range from the general~ the 
global economic situation~to the 
specific~ national disasters and civil 
strife. 

The World Health Assembly played 
its own role in the half-time assess
ment by a review, based on a mid
Decade report by the Director-Gener
al, at the 39th World Health Assembly 
in May this year. 
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Post-mortem of play 
As with the half-time analysis of 

play, the mid-Decade review was in 
two parts: the post-mortem, and the 
strategy for the rest of the game. 

This post-mortem has its positive 
side which produced a certain cause 

The Decade-an opportunity to bring safe 
water supply and sanitation to those who 
have previously had none. 
Photo WHO/Zafar 

for optimism, but also some negative 
aspects which underline the task ahead 
and the pitfalls to be avoided. On the 
positive side, it was noted that WHO's 

member states had demonstrated a 
commitment to the Decade both in 
political and financial terms as far as 
economic constraints would permit. 
The increase required just to keep 
pace with the population growth and 
maintain the existing coverage at 
72 per cent in towns and 32 per cent in 
rural areas for Water, and 54 per cent 
and 14 per cent respectively for sani
tation, would have meant a coverage 
of 123 million more people in towns 
and 38 million more in rural areas for 
water, a total of about 160 million. 
And it would mean covering 92 mil
lion more in towns and 17 million 
more in rural areas for sanitation, or a 
total of 110 million. These figures 
were largely outstripped as a result of 
five years of effort, as safe and ad
equate water supply was extended to 
some 270 million more people, cover
ing 77 per cent of the population in 
towns and 36 per cent in rural areas, 
while 180 million more people had 
access to sanitation, or 60 per cent in 
towns and 16 per cent in the country
side. 

These are notable achievements, 
especially because they have been 
made in the developing countries, in
cluding those classified as "least de
veloped," in the face of serious con
straints~in many cases a worsening 
economic situation, rapid population 
growth in the towns, pressing national 
needs such as increased food produc
tion, and an increase in external de
pendence for basic requirements. 
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The main cause for concern after 
five years of concerted effort on the 
part of governments, supported by the 
bilateral and international community, 
is that, despite an achievement which 
deserves loud applause and accla
mation from the supporters in the 
stands, the situation with regard to the 
number of people still unserved does 
not look encouraging. After five years 
of effort and a considerably increased 
investment in expanding service 
coverage, around 1,200 million were 
without water and 1,700 million with
out sanitation. Because of population 
growth, the absolute number without 
water supply has remained about the 
same while the number without sani
tation has increased by around 100 
million. Certainly a cause for thought 
and concern. 

The fact that an estimated 88 per 
cent of the resources were directed 
towards the towns should also be a 
matter for concern, since such pro
gramme bias and imbalance can only 
perpetuate the plight of the rural poor. 

In addition, only 25 per cent of the 
resources expended in the countryside 
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were for sanitation-a clear bias in 
favour of water supply. 

It is clear that the opposition team 
will not change at half-time after their 
relative success during the first half, so 
the constraints faced from 1980 to 
1985 will continue to have to be 
contended with. The strategy pro
posed has, therefore , been developed 
to take full advantages of the potential 
strengths of the team striving towards 
a Decade win. 

Strategy for 
the second half 

Firstly, although some increased 
funding to the sector from both inter
nal and external sources has been 
observed since the start of the Decade, 
despite the continuing global eco
nomic crisis, the solution to water 
supply and sanitation ills will obvious
ly not be found in large injections of 
additional funding. Even if these were 
to be made available, their impact is 
dependent on national absorptive 
capacity and this is often the real 
constraint. 

Five years of effort have brought about 
considerable progress in water supply cover
age, but a great deal remains to be done. 
Photo W HO/Zafar 

Methods of accelerating Decade · 
programmes must, therefore, be found 
elsewhere, and the required activities 
by member states, the external sup
port agencies and WHO itself were 
identified by the 39th World Health 
Assembly. 

At national level, the emphasis must 
be on reducing the programme imbal
ance between the town and country 
areas and between water supply and 
sanitation; strengthening collabora
tion between the different national 
and international agencies within each 
country; increasing involvement of the 
community ; identifying and mobilis
ing additional funds; finally, improv
ing operation and maintenance of sys
tems , and reducing costs through pro
grammes of rehabilitation and the 
upgrading of existing systems. 

At the level of external support, the 
agencies should continue giving high 
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priority to water supply and sani
tation and increase the proportion 
of resources for the underserved 
population and poor areas. They 
should pay more attention to pro
grammes aimed at strengthening the 
national capability to operate the sec
tor more effectively, in parallel with 
the construction of new schemes and 
projects. They should also encourage 
the development of institutional and 
human resources, particularly health 
education and community partici
pation. Meanwhile better coordination 
amongst themselves at both country 
and international level would be most 
welcome. 

In support of these actions by coun
tries and by the external support com
munity, WHO will support and promote 
both water supply and sanitation pro
grammes, giving priority to the poor 
underserved segments of the develop
ing countries. It will encourage the 
integration of water supply and sanita
tion activities into national primary 
health care programmes, activities 
aimed at improving the operation and 
maintenance of systems, and the 
mobilisation of resources in cash or 
kind. 

The question arises : has the Decade 
been a success or is the match being 
lost? Possibly some who ask it may 
even be anticipating or hoping for a 
negative answer. At half-time, suffice 
it to say that the goals aimed for are 
those established by the individual 
governments, and the only winners 
will be those who, through the efforts 
and commitment generated by the 
Decade, receive a supply who were 
previously without. 

In the long term, there will be no 
"Health for All" without the total 
access of the world population to ad
equate and safe water supply and to 
appropriate sanitation. However, this 
must not be considered only in the 
narrow context of disease prevention, 
but rather in the light of the broad 
concept of WHO's definition of health. 
The increased availability of satis
factory water supply and sanitation 
services-the Decade's objective-will 
inevitably result in improved social 
well-being, which is fundamental to 
economic development, and to a 
broad improvement in the world's 
health. • 
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Making available satisfactory water supplies and sanitation services will 
inevitably result in improved spcial well-being, better health and sounder 
economic development. 
Photos WHO/D. Taylor and WHO/M. Jacot 
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