
Right to Water: Right to Life 
 

‘Unsafe water more deadly than war’1, more people die from unsafe water than from all forms 

of violence, including war. 

 

Water is an essential element for the existence of life, not only for human but also for other 

living beings on the planet. Water is needed for a variety of different purposes, besides 

personal and domestic uses. It is essential for securing livelihoods.  Nevertheless, priority in the 

allocation of water must be given to the right to water for personal and domestic uses. An 

adequate amount of safe water is necessary to prevent death from dehydration, to reduce the 

risk of water-related disease and to provide for consumption, cooking, personal and domestic 

hygienic requirements. Without water, we can never fight hunger.  

 

Safe drinking water and sanitation is essential for full enjoyment of life and all other human 

rights.2 The right to water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically accessible 

and affordable water for personal and domestic uses.3 No access of the right to water is a 

violation of the basic right to life. The human right to water has the potential to empower 

people. It transforms the basic need for water into a rightful claim and gives rise to 

corresponding obligations on the State. As such, individuals can hold the State to account to live 

up to its human rights obligations. The fact that human rights are legally binding lends 

legitimacy and authority to such claims.  Human  rights  can  provide  a  compelling  and  

coherent  framework  on  which to base claims to improve access to water.4 Perhaps, 

recognition should be given to a new fundamental right to water has emerged as an issue in 

national and international level. 

 

However, the United Nations estimates that nearly 900 million people live without clean water 

and at least 4,000 children die every day from water-related diseases.5 Each year over 8,000 

children die of diarrhea in Nepal alone6  and it is the third highest cause of death for children 

under five7. UNICEF noted that more than 155 million people, or 39 per cent of the population 
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in West and Central Africa, do not have access to potable water.8 5.6 million Nepali people 

(around 20% of the population)9 are without clean drinking water, despite the country being 

second richest for fresh water resources. Globally, diarrhoea is the leading cause of illness and 

death, and 36% per cent of the world’s population, 2.5 billion people lack improved sanitation 

facilities, and 768 million people still use unsafe drinking water sources. Inadequate access to 

safe water and sanitation services, coupled with poor hygiene practices, kills and sickens 

thousands of children every day, and leads to impoverishment and diminished opportunities for 

thousands more.10 

 

The concept of human rights in general began after the end of World War II, but the right to 

water, as one of those human rights, was never prioritized. The Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights 1948 (UDHR) and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 

1966 (ICESCR) make no explicit mention about right to water. However, since these documents 

are the foundation and source of all human rights, they indirectly deal with safe water as a 

human right. For example, Article 25 of the UDHR recognizes the right of all people to a 

standard of living adequate for health, and Article 11 and 12 of the ICESCR emphasizes the 

standard of living and improvement of living with the highest attainable standard of physical 

and mental health respectively. 

 

Many national constitutions and laws recognize the right to water and sanitation or establish a 

duty on the government to fulfill this essential right. In countries that do not have specific 

constitutional provisions for this right, it may have become recognized through interpretation 

in the courts in order to encompass the right to life with dignity. Presently, 41 countries have 

explicitly recognized the right to water in their constitution. 

 

International legal instruments and constitutional incorporation are evidence of the emphatic 

emergence of the concept of a right to water as a fundamental human right and this is a 

consensus clearly growing throughout the world. However, the above data largely explain that 

many people in the world are deprived of clean water which negatively affect the life and 

prevent the full enjoyment of all other human rights. The failure to solve this problem will 

seriously threaten the eventual survival of the human being. 
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