[image: image1.jpg]CID/@
\_Z



[image: image2.png]



- 2 -


OEA/Ser.W

CIDI/INF.335/19 

3 December 2019 


Original: Spanish
CONCEPTUAL NOTE
REGULAR MEETING OF THE 
INTER-AMERICAN COUNCIL FOR INTEGRAL DEVELOPMENT (CIDI) 

DECEMBER 10, 2019

(Prepared by the Department of Sustainable Development)

TOPIC: THE WATER AND SANITATION CRISIS AND ITS EFFECTS 
ON HUMAN HEALTH
/
1. Background/Rationale
Water is an indispensable element for human life and the life of ecosystems. It is essential for maintaining health, growing crops, producing energy, generating new employment opportunities, and protecting the environment. For this reason, the “water and sanitation crisis” is an issue that the international community should urgently address.
The water crisis is based on multiple factors in that it can be caused by different variables such as: i) excess water, due to the devastating effects of floods, particularly for poor communities; ii) contamination, based on the presence of microorganisms and chemical substances affecting health; and iii) scarcity, given the high percentage of the population lacking access to sources of safe water and sanitation systems (World Bank, 2019).

2. Purpose of the meeting
The objective of this meeting is to generate awareness regarding one of the most invisible aspects of the international water agenda, “(…) contamination, derived from the presence in water of microorganisms and chemical substances affecting health.”
Diseases such as diarrhea, schistosomiasis, arsenic poisoning, and fluorosis have serious effects on the population due to the ingestion of water contaminated by microorganisms and chemicals.

	Diseases
	Relationship with water

	Schistosomiasis
	Causative organism present in the water

	Diarrhea, arsenic poisoning, and fluorosis
	Ingestion of water contaminated by microorganisms and chemicals

	Malaria and dengue
	Transmitted by vectors that reproduce in water

	Cholera, other diarrheas, dysentery, hepatitis A, typhoid fever, and poliomyelitis
	Contaminated water and deficient sanitation


Thus, contaminated water and deficient sanitation can also be related to the transmission of diseases such as cholera, dysentery, hepatitis A, typhoid fever, poliomyelitis, and other diarrheas. In addition, malaria and dengue are diseases spread by mosquitos that reproduce in water. 

In this context, it is clear that non-existent, insufficient, or improperly managed water services and sanitation works also expose the population to preventable health risks. This is particularly true in the case of health centers where both patients and professional staff are exposed to greater risks of infection and disease when there are no water supply, sanitation, and hygiene services. At the global level, 15% of patients contract infections while hospitalized and this percentage is much higher in low-income countries.

Currently, an estimated 2.1 billion people in the world lack access to sources of safe water and 40% of them have no drinking water service. In addition, nearly 2.3 billion people have no basic sanitation services in their homes. As a result, 361,000 boys and girls under the age of five die each year due to diarrheas and other diseases caused by deficient sanitation and high levels of contamination (WHO, 2019).

Despite having one third of the planet’s fresh water, in Latin America and the Caribbean it is estimated that close to 34 million people have no access to drinking water and sanitation coverage is less than 15% (IDB, 2016). In the countries of the region, water is accessed in highly heterogeneous ways. In rural sectors and marginal areas, access to water is through tank trucks, natural sources, or low-cost water jugs, which are unreliable methods in terms of the quality of the water they supply (IANAS, 2019). This problem is based on a scenario characterized by acute and persistent inequality, so that in a few years the water crisis will be a precipitating factor for migratory movements and social conflicts, generating new types of humanitarian crises. 
Although efforts have been made in Latin America and the Caribbean to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), there are still significant disparities in the area of water and sanitation. One of the greatest visible disparities involves access to water. An estimated 83% of the population uses improved sanitation facilities while 18 million people still defecate in the open air. Ninety-five percent uses improved sources of water for human consumption while 34 million continue to use unsafe water sources (WHO, 2016).

In tropical areas with no access to a drinking water system and limited rain, families tend to store water in containers or tanks inside and outside their home in order to have constant access to the resource. This creates habitats and ideal conditions for the reproduction and proliferation of mosquitos that spread diseases such as dengue, zika, malaria, and chikungunya.

In our region, the prevalence of diseases spread by epidemiological vectors that reproduce in damp conditions has persisted in recent years. A chain reaction has been effectively produced due to the lack of access to drinking water, which represents a high health risk.  During the period 2011-2015, a total of 8,207,797 cases of dengue were reported in the region, an increase of 58% compared to the period 2006-2010. This represented a serious public health problem in tropical areas, producing a balance of 5,028 deaths, an increase of 93% compared to the period 2006-2010. Similarly, in 2016 a total of 712,167 cases of zika with 18 deaths were recorded, becoming a public health issue of great concern (IANAS, 2019).

3. Chemical contamination of water 

In addition to water-borne diseases and unequal access to sanitary services, high levels of water contaminated by chemicals are affecting overall health throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. In 2018, an estimated 16% of total deaths worldwide were related to chemical contamination of water. This percentage is three times higher than deaths caused by malaria, tuberculosis, and AIDS together (Landrigan et al., 2018). This takes into account the fact that water is one of the principal routes of exposure to toxic compounds and substances. The problem is exacerbated because contaminants are increasingly more complex and are directly associated with the deterioration of human health and ecosystems. 
In addition, chemical contamination of water is becoming omnipresent and is found throughout the region with varying degrees of severity (IANAS, 2019).
In general terms, the appearance of contaminating and/or toxic elements in water finds its origin in the water cycle due to the interaction between environmental factors and human activities through the various stages in the cycle. This is how chemical substances enter the cycle and become part of the movement of water resources. 

One of the principal routes that allow contaminants to enter the water cycle is urban, industrial, and agricultural wastewater (Barceló and López, 2007). In Latin America and the Caribbean, the common denominator in terms of sources that contaminate bodies of water is activity in the mining and agricultural sectors, which occurs throughout the region. As a result, heavy metals and persistent organic compounds (POCs) are part of the repertory of contaminants to which we are exposed.

3.1
Principal contaminants in the region’s water: agrochemicals and organic compounds 

Pesticides occupy an important position within the totality of substances to which we are exposed due to their use in agriculture to control pests and the vectors that spread diseases affecting human health and the ecosystem. Pesticides represent a group of contaminants that can reach the human body through drinking water or indirectly through the consumption of contaminated foods. Compounds of this type are resistant to natural degradation and can remain in underground and surface waters for a long time. Pesticides also have the ability to biomagnify, i.e., become incorporated in the food chain and bio-accumulate in adipose tissue. Simply put the concentration of compounds increases as the trophic level increases. 

Among the most important alterations in human health derived from agricultural chemicals and organic compounds we can highlight reproductive problems, cancer, neurological disorders, effects on the immune system, changes in the endocrine system, and death.

3.2 Heavy metals and other contaminants
Arsenic is toxic for human beings and its body burden is cumulative, so that ingesting water with low concentrations of arsenic over time can have significant negative impacts (IANAS, 2019). 

Fluorides are omnipresent in soil and water and water for human consumption is the most important source of fluoride exposure, in that it can contribute up to 80% of the total fluoride consumed daily, particularly in those communities where underground water is the principal source of water (Ledón et al., 2018).
The toxicity of mercury also affects the health of the ecosystem. Organic mercury can enter the food chain and biomagnify because it has an affinity for fatty groups and accumulates in the tissues of fish. In general terms, mercury affects the overall health of ecosystems and increasing commercial demand for gold in the region will increase production and the derived impact, which is reflected in environmental and public health problems that have reached the interests of the international agenda.

It has been noted that small quantities of lead can enter rivers, water courses, and lakes when soil particles are moved by the action of rain (Chaney et al. 1988; González, 2017).  When lead enters the organism, it is distributed in the tissues through the bloodstream. Lead has a great affinity for bone tissue due to its ability to mimic calcium and it can thus be stored in the bones for a long time (approximately 30 years).

4. Importance of this meeting for the CIDI

In the water agenda of the Americas, the area of management has been assigned the most importance. Factors such as good water governance, integrated water management, extreme water events and their impacts on the socioeconomic and environmental sectors, cross-border water, and other factors are issues that are continuously being addressed and discussed in most international forums. An element that has not been assigned as much importance in the water agenda is the relationship between water and human health. This topic has been addressed more broadly in the agendas of the bodies responsible for health in the region. However, part of the search for solutions to great problems should also come from the areas of resource management.

Thus, this topic is intended to generate synergies between management and health organizations, particularly through inclusion of the private sector, developing public-private partnerships in this way that would help to build a holistic approach.

5. Suggestions for the discussion between speakers and Member States:

Achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals is a fundamental guideline enabling countries to address the key development challenges. However, it is obvious that slow progress toward achieving the goals suggests that actions should be based on collaborative efforts involving all sectors of society. In this context, we can ask ourselves the following questions: 

· What is the role of the private sector in the context of the challenges associated with water and water-borne diseases in the OAS member states? 

· The Inter-American Program for Sustainable Development (OAS-PIDS) encourages the identification and construction of public-private partnerships in the area of water. In this sense, would helping public and private drinking water and sanitation companies to form financial and technical collaboration alliances then be an implicit task in the water agenda of the Americas?

· Should the water agenda, dedicated primarily to the topic of water management, governance, and security, supplement and add to the efforts of inter-American health programs, with regard to water-borne diseases?

· Should the OAS General Secretariat assume a more active role in addressing the humanitarian crises of water and health in the Americas by forging linkages among the multilateral banking system, the private sector, health agencies, and environmental management bodies?

6. Structure of the meeting
The meeting will develop as the sharing of experiences among the invited speakers and the member states. The list of speakers is presented below:

· Mr. Sergio Campos, Chief of the Water and Sanitation Division of the Inter-American Development Bank
· Mr. Henry Charrabé, Managing Director & CEO, Fluence Corporation
· Mrs. Isabella Danel, Deputy Director of the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) Regional Office of the World Health Organization for the Americas (to be confirmed)

· Thierry Vandevelde is Executive Officer, Veolia Environmental Solutions (to be confirmed). 

7. Results expected from the session
· Guidelines from the OAS member states on facilitating public-private partnerships in the area of water-sanitation and human health, supporting the achievement of the SDGs associated with water and sanitation.

· Identification of good practices derived from the experiences of the member states and hemispheric authorities in the area of water and human health, as well as potentially sharing them within the hemispheric community.

· Inputs for the development of specific actions on water and health in the OAS water agenda to collaborate with the efforts of PAHO and the IDB within the framework of the inter-American system.
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