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A
sk most people why 
they think a water 
supply can be good for 
their health, and they 
will tell you that it helps 

to prevent diseases by avoiding the 
need to drink contaminated water. Ask 
a housewife in a developing country 
why she wants a water supply, or why 
she likes the one she has, and she will 
probably say she likes it because of its 
convenience and the time and labour 
it saves her by providing water closer to 
her home. The surprising thing is that 
her answer would then be an appro
priate reply to the first question, too. 

Providing water closer to people's 
home can affect their lives in several 
ways. It saves time and effort spent 
collecting water, in many cases it saves 
people money, and it often encou
rages them to use more water. These 
changes can have a powerful impact 
on their health - more powerful, 
perhaps, than an improvement in the 
quality of their drinking water. 
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There is a very direct way in which 
there is a health benefit in avoiding the 
need for a daily trudge to and from the 
local well or public tap. When some 
peasant women in Rajasthan, India, 
were asked for their definition of good 
health, they replied that good health 
meant "being able to finish the day 
without feeling exhausted." It is a 
definition with plenty of good sense 
and experience behind it, and it is 
certainly succinct. It is very common 
for rural women, especially in the drier 
regions of the Third World, to have to 
walk further than a kilometre carrying 
a water container weighing more than 
20 kilograms (as much as a suitcase 
for which an airline would charge 
excess baggage), usually at least once a 
day and frequently up a steep hill. It 
would be a brave health expert indeed 
who would be ready to tell those 
Indian women that their drudgery was 
good for their health. 

Freeing women from the time
consuming chore of water collection 
can benefit health in indirect ways, too. 
Much of a woman's day in a low
income community - in fact, for many 
women throughout the world whatever 
their financial circumstances- is occu
pied in child care, food preparation · 
and keeping the house clean. The time 
they save by having a water supply 
available may be spent on these activi-
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Water! 

ties, and to do them more effectively is 
certainly beneficial to health. 

Child care, for many women in the 
Third World, is not easy to identify as a 
specific activity. A woman suckles her 
child while stirring the family cooking 
pot; she talks to the child on her back 
while working in the fields or in the 
market; and she supervises the child's 
play while she washes the dishes. Still, 
having a little more leisure to be with 
her children will make it easier for a 
mother to offer them more mental 
stimulation, to care more effectively for 
their bodily needs, and to identify 
health problems in good time and seek 
adequate treatment for them. 

In particular, those who advocate 
breast-feeding on demand for small 
infants should be aware of the enor
mous amount of time that requires. It 

Living monitors 

Rainbow trout are serving as 
pollution monitors in the 

River Dee in Wales. When pol
lutants enter the water. the 
breathing patterns of the fish 
become disturbed, setting up 
unusual electrical currents. The 
Welsh water authorities in turn 
use computers to monitor the 
breathing patterns, and can 
"blow the whistle" if unhealthy 
levels of pollution are reached . 
The trout are on guard against a 
wider range of substances than 
standard monitoring systems, 
which can usually analyse only 
about six. • 

is not unusual for an infant to suckle 
some 50 times in a 24-hour period, 
and a mother in a hurry to collect 
water cannot wait until her child is 
satisfied. 

Time and patience are also needed 
when the child is weaned. Children at 
this age are often fractious and 
uncooperative at mealtimes, refusing 
the spoon and demanding the breast. 
What parent has not known the 
cajoling and diversionary ruses that are 
often needed to persuade a child to 
eat well? Food preparation also takes 
time. Every mother knows that the 
more nourishing foods tend to need 
more work, and more than one study 
has found that mothers with more 
time to spare have better-nourished 
children. 

Hygiene takes time too and, when 
time is short, hygiene tends to suffer. 
For example, it is common for hard
pressed mothers in poor communities 
on the Indian subcontinent to reach 
for the nearest convenient piece of 
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Providing water closer to people's 
homes improves people's lives. 
Above: This girl in Pakistan would no 
longer need to collect water from a 
distant source. 
Facing page, above: And this man in 
Bangladesh ought to safeguard his 
family from disease. Below: But better 
sanitation calls for care: this new brick 
latrine in Mexico has been positioned 
too close to a well. 

cloth, often the corner of their sari 
which hangs over the shoulder, to wipe 
their hands, to dry plates, and to clean 
their children's faces and even their 
bottoms. The results of a recent study 
in Bangladesh suggest that this habit 
increases the risk of diarrhoea in their 
children. Women with the time to 
arrange a special cloth for such pur
poses (and of course, the water to 
keep it clean) can protect their children 
from that risk. 

Readers who pay a quarterly bill for 
the water piped to their house may 
wonder how a water supply can save 
consumers money, but in developing 
countries, piped water can save as 
much as half the income of a poor 
urban household. This is because 
many such households purchase their 
water from vendors, who deliver it by 
bucket or by donkey-cart to their door, 
or by tanker truck to the corner of the 
street. In a typical shanty town, the cost 
of this service amounts to one-fifth or 
more of the income of an average 
household. So the poorest inhabitants, 
using similar amounts ·to their better
off neighbours, spend the highest 
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proportion of their household budget 
on water. 

These poor households often have 
no option but to pay the market rate, 
but to the extent that they could collect 
their own water, the fact that they pay 
shows that they believe their time has a 
money value; paying money to save 
time means the time is worth some
thing. However, paying for water 
entails a hidden cost, because the 
money to pay the vendor generally 
comes out of the family's food budget 
and so contributes to shortcomings in 
their diet. If the price of water could be 
reduced - by providing it locally by tap, 
by helping vendors to be more efficient 
or by obliging them to be less exploita
tive - it would provide a major boost to 
the nutritional status of the poorest, 
and hence to their health. 

Quality and quantity 
Last but possibly most important of 

all, better and more convenient water 
supplies encourage the use of greater 
quantities of water. In most of the 
cases where water supply has been 
shown to improve people's health, 
there had been a significant increase in 
the availability or quantity of water 
supplied. Improvements in the quality 
of the water, on the other hand, have 
not always produced the expected 
benefits. 

This may seem surprising, in view of 
the many notorious epidemics of 
water-borne disease caus~d by pol
luted drinking water. The impact of 
water quantity, however, seems to be 
felt chiefly on the endemic diseases, 

. such as diarrhoea in children and 
cholera and typhoid in adults which 

occur from time to time in scattered, 
apparently isolated cases throughout 
many poor communities. These, it 
seems are mainly spread from person 
to person on hands, food, utensils 
(and even, as we have seen, clothes) 
when not enough water is available to 
maintain good standards of hygiene. 

Moreover, there are some diseases 
which can be controlled by better 
hygiene though they are not actually 
water-borne. A good example is tra
choma, an infection of the eyelids 
which causes blindness if untreated. 
Recent studies have shown that one of 
the most effective control measures is 
to wash one's face regularly. Washing 
children's faces is especially important 
for this purpose. This helps to explain 
why trachoma is more prevalent in the 
arid regions of the world, and why it is 
less common among communities 
which have a convenient water supply. 

What does this mean for the sanita
rian and the water engineer, and what 
can they do to ensure that water 
supplies are beneficial to health? Cer
tainly it does not mean that water 
quality can be neglected and attention 
diverted to water quantity. Quality is 
important, and WHO is right to give it 
emphasis. However, as our under
standing of the issue develops, it is 
becoming clearer that convenient 
access to water in quantity is vital to 
good hygiene, and no less necessary 
for good health. A first step would be 
to reduce the price the poor pay for 
water, in dollars or in drudgery, 
because those who pay the highest 
cost have most to gain, not only' in 
time or money, but also in benefits to 
their health. • 
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