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BACKGROUND

The safe and effective delivery of Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH)
services is fundamental to health and dignity. A World Bank 2023 report
indicates that approximately 2.3 billion people lack access to safe drinking
water, and 3.6 billion are deprived of adequate sanitation facilities
(Khemka, Lopez, & Jensen, 2023). These statistics underscore the need
for improved efforts. With the rising global population and evolving
demographic dynamics, the demand for WASH services is increasingly
compelling. The current WASH landscape necessitates a significant boost
in investments to improve access to vital services and infrastructure. The
Human Rights to Water and Sanitation (HRWS) provide a framework that
is recognised by international law, that can be useful for analysing the
barriers to investment from a human rights angle.

A study was undertaken to look at the existing literature that relates to
barriers for investment, collating the results according to the five criteria
of the HRWS. This first paper deals with the criteria of ‘Accessibility’,
in particular looking at issues that relate to access for marginalised
populations.

Literature review of 27 documents was conducted, looking at recent
publications that deal with this issue. The research revealed two
pronounced gaps in data availability needed to accurately understand
the true state. Firstly, there is insufficient data to understand the actual
state of WASH Public, Private Partnerships (PPPs). Secondly, global
public institutions such as The World Bank Group (WBG), and Water and
Sanitation for the Urban Poor (WSUP) dominate the knowledge pool
of publicly available information with relatively few contributions from
community-based or national institutions. Despite challenges in data
collection, the study was sufficiently rich to provide some high-level
insights to understand the barriers that hinder investments in WASH.

Operational and Financial Efficiency

Lack of creditworthiness of water service
providers was seen as a recurring barrier
(Khemka, Lopez, & Jensen, 2023). Providers,
if not perceived as financially reliable, find it
difficult to secure public and private funding,
limiting their capacity to invest in WASH
infrastructure and services. This hampers
efforts to upscale WASH initiatives and
expand access.

Additionally, weak incentives for operational
and financial efficiency in service providers
hinder effective service delivery and limit
accessibility, which sabotages investor
confidence. Other documents suggest that
financing gaps also affect service delivery
and therefore accessibility (Advani). Unstable
service delivery disrupts trust in the WASH
sector, further discouraging investment.
Countries with the most significant disparities
in accessing services often encounter
substantial hurdles in securing the necessary
funding to bridge these gaps. (OECD et al.,
20M).

Priority for Vulnerable Populations

When policies fail to prioritize equitable
access, vulnerable populations remain
excluded from necessary services. This
situation can discourage investment in areas
that are already underserved, creating a
cycle of inaccessibility (Khemka, Lopez, &
Jensen, 2023). This illustrates a clear cycle:
reduced access to WASH services obstructs
investment, and insufficient investment
worsens access issues. In low-income
households and disadvantaged groups,
inadequate investment leads to reduced
infrastructure development, while corruption
exacerbates the situation by misallocating
scarce resources (SIWI, 2023), further
hindering equitable access. Furthermore,
extending access to low-income households
seems risky to investors as the costs of doing
so often outweigh potential revenues. When
coupled with insufficient subsidies, this
makes it difficult to attract funding, resulting
in unequal access to essential services
(PPIAF, 2006).

Discrepancies between planning and execution
timelines can hinder the alignment of investment
efforts with community needs (World Water
Council, 2023), worsening existing inequalities in
access.

Due to their interconnectedness, addressing
barriers in isolation is unlikely to yield effective
solutions. Many barriers overlap in terms of
the indices they fall under, including non-
discrimination and affordability issues that hinder
investment. Ultimately, these factors collectively
restrict access to water and sanitation.

Water as a Common Good

The view of water as a common good significantly
shapes management policies and practices, often
creating obstacles to investment (Money et al,,
2018). This gets confused with the affordability
criteria of the human right to water, with many
people believing that water should also be free
or very low cost as a result, reducing return on
investment in a cost recovery system and thus
creating further hurdles to investment. When water
is not prioritized in decision-making processes, it
can result in insufficient funding and inadequate
infrastructure development, thereby limiting
access for marginalized communities.




Regulatory Barriers

Regulatory barriers have a vital role in restricting accessibility to water
infrastructure investments by imposing complicated and stringent
regulations. Such barriers delay the adoption of innovative technologies
that are essential for enhancing water access (World Economic Forum,
2024). As a result, vulnerable populations who rely on timely and efficient
water services are often marginalized, further exacerbating existing
inequalities in access to this vital resource.

CONCLUSION

From a human rights perspective, accessibility to water is hindered by
a blend of financial, policy, and cultural issues that combine to overly
disadvantage people that are in vulnerable or marginalised situations
(World Water Council, 2023) (Hansen & Mullin, 2022). Understanding the
barriers to accessibility in WASH services is the first step towards im-
proving the investment landscape.

Addressing interconnected challenges through collaborative efforts and
targeted policy changes is essential to creating a more inclusive and
sustainable WASH landscape, ultimately fulfilling the fundamental right
to water and sanitation for all.
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