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"Access to safe water is a fundamental human need and, therefore, a basic human right" 

Kofi Annan

Introduction

Comprising over 70% of the Earth’s surface, water is undoubtedly the most precious natural 
resource that exist on our planet, since without it, life on Earth would be non-existent. Noting the 
recognition of this fact, however, humanity continues to disregard this fact by polluting our 
rivers, lakes, and oceans. Furthermore, over a billion people lack access to safe drinking water 
and 2.4 billion are without adequate sanitation or hygiene facilities1. This is also a cause of 
pollution and transmission of diseases. Safe access to clean water and proper disposal of waste 
water as well as water sanitation are important prerequisites for public health, with the particular 
goal of reducing mortality rates, especially among children, due to water-borne diseases. Unsafe 
water causes 1.5 million deaths each year, mostly of children under 5.

Due to the importance of water as a vital resource, the population must be guaranteed secure 
access to good quality water for food preparation and hygiene purposes and as a basic production 
resource, e.g. for agriculture. 

The 7th Millennium Development Goal (MDG) seeks to halve, by 2015, the number of people 
without sustainable access to drinking water and basic sanitation. Its achievement is instrumental 
to achieving other MDGs. Nevertheless, despite some progress, 17 countries in Sub Saharan 
Africa are on track for meeting the MDG drinking water target and only 4 countries are for 
meeting the sanitation target.

Water issues are complex and cross-cutting and should therefore be tackled with a 
multidisciplinary and multilateral approach.

Sources of Water Pollution

Water pollution occurs when a body of water is adversely affected due to the additional of large 
amounts of material to the water. When it is unfit for its intended use, water is considered 
polluted. 

Two types of water pollutants exist; point source and nonpoint source. Point sources of pollution 
occur when harmful substances are emitted directly into a body of water, for example an oil spill. 
A nonpoint sources delivers pollutants indirectly through environmental changes, for example, 
when fertilizer from a field is carried into a stream by rain in form of run-off which in turn 
affects aquatic life. 
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Pollution is mainly caused by three main sources: industry, agriculture and sewage. Indeed 70% 
of untreated industrial wastes in developing countries are disposed into water where they 
contaminate existing water supplies. Agriculture is another source of water pollution (nitrates) 
but the most common overall contaminant of drinking water is fecal matter1.

Causes and effects of Water Pollution

Many causes of pollution including sewage and fertilizers contain nutrients such as nitrate and 
phosphates. In excess levels, nutrients over stimulate the growth of aquatic plants and algae. 
Excess growth of these types of organisms consequently clogs waterways, use up dissolved 
oxygen as they decompose, and block light to deeper waters. This in turn proves very harmful to 
aquatic organisms as it affects the respiration ability of fish and other invertebrates that reside in 
water. Pollution is also caused when slit and other suspended solids, wash off ploughed fields, 
construction and logging sites, urban areas, and eroded river banks, due to rain. Pollution in the 
form of organic material enters waterways in many different forms such as sewage, as leaves and 
grass clippings, or as runoff from livestock feedlots and pastures.

Rivers are being alarmingly contaminated with toxic chemicals and heavy metals, which are a 
major source of water pollution. Industry, deforestation, mining, oil drilling operations, 
production of toxic substances or extensive use of pesticides in agriculture may affect the quality 
and purity of water.  Pollutants enter waterways through untreated sewage, storm drains, septic 
tanks, runoff from farms, and particularly boats that dump sewage. In the case of ground water, 
contamination can be due to leaking underground storage tanks and municipal landfills. Rising 
global population and climate change may bring further stress on water resources and limit the 
availability of drinking water.

Water Pollution Prevention and Control

Water pollution prevention is a very daunting but necessary job that requires governmental and 
citizenry cooperation, especially through local communities. Since water contamination comes 
from many different sources and has numerous effects, every aspect of water pollution needs to 
be addressed. One of the main reasons why water pollution continues to be a threat to our 
planet’s health is because many governments of the world often either choose to ignore the
pollution that business is responsible for or prefer to give businesses ten years to adopt changes 
in their industry. Many businesses find the much needed changes to be cost prohibitive and thus 
would prefer to be given many years to become compliant with new water pollution prevention 
regulations. However, water pollution prevention requires drastic and swift action rather than a 
slow and progressive change.

In some countries, there has been very limited support to implement binding water pollution 
prevention regulations, as poverty and joblessness seems to be a bigger problem that the extreme 
pollutants that are reaching the waters of the world. However, while maintaining jobs and 
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preventing job loss is equally important, jobs can be created through the clean up, education, and 
managing regulations aimed at water pollution prevention.

The two major measures to ensure clean water are monitoring and testing. Through these two 
methods for the prevention, water pollution is caught and corrected before it can become a major 
concern.

Monitoring water pollution involves setting up laws regarding dumping and other polluting 
activities. It includes keeping waterways clean through maintenance and care. It also involves 
monitoring industrial activities to ensure that there is no accidental run off into water sources. 
Testing should be done regularly to catch any problem right away. Sometimes pollution happens 
naturally and as such testing helps to ensure it is caught and controlled as soon as possible to 
minimize the damaging effects.

In developing countries, where sewage is the main cause of water pollution, a solution should be 
to isolate fecal contamination of water through improved sanitation and to create new protected 
water points using low-cost drilling techniques while supporting sustainable water pump 
maintenance programs. A complementary solution could be to provide water purification means 
to households, possibly by public-private partnerships.

Any technique chosen should be adapted to local needs and capacities. There cannot be any “one 
fit for all” solution.


