STATEMENT BY THE UNITED NATIONS EXPERT ON HUMAN RIGHTS, WATER AND SANITATION 

(VISIT TO EGYPT, 21 - 28 JUNE 2009)

28 June 2009

Wa ja’alna min al ma’ kul sha’i’ hain’ 

“Of water, we have created all things living” Koranic verse
From 21 - 28 June 2009, I conducted a mission to Egypt, aiming to assess the way in which Egypt is implementing its human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation. 

I would like to begin by thanking the Government of Egypt for the invitation to visit the country. I appreciated the Government’s efforts in facilitating meetings with the actors that I requested to meet, including the Assistant Foreign Minister for International Organizations, the Deputy Foreign Minister for the Environment and Sustainable Development, the Chairman of the Holding Company for Water and Wastewater, numerous representatives of the water and waste water sector, as well officials from the Ministry of Health. I also met with the National Council for Human Rights as well as other stakeholders, including civil society, development cooperation partners and UN actors. During my visit, I visited Cairo, Alexandria, Luxor, Qena, and Wardan. I am grateful to everyone who agreed to meet with me and assist me in better understanding the situation of human rights, drinking water and sanitation in Egypt. I would like to also thank UNICEF and UNDP for the important role they played in organizing my visit.
I am impressed by the dedication and commitment of all those with whom I met, and I leave Egypt tomorrow feeling inspired by the work that is being done.
Today, I will speak about the achievements that I have seen. I will also remark on some challenges that Egypt still faces going forward, which I hope will be prioritized and addressed systematically from a human rights perspective. At the macro level, the Government of Egypt has demonstrated a vision and a strategy with the objective of providing access to safe drinking water and sanitation for all. This has been accompanied by significant political will, at the highest levels, and incredible amounts of money invested to address issues of water and sanitation. Between 2002 and 2007, about 36.7 billion Egyptian pounds (around 7.3 billion US dollars) were invested in the water and wastewater sectors, and I was informed by the Holding Company for Water and Wastewater that the plans for investment until 2012 will exceed the total of investments since 1992. During this financial crisis, which is being felt the world over, I think it is important to note that the budget for drinking water and sanitation has not been cut in Egypt. 
In my meetings with Government officials, I was also impressed that they consistently referred to drinking water and sanitation as human rights. I was informed that the Draft Water Law, which was recently sent to the Cabinet, also contains language recognizing drinking water and sanitation as human rights. I encourage the Government to maintain that language in the Draft Law, as it makes the right to drinking water and sanitation enforceable and justiciable for all. In this regard, as the drafting of the law proceeds, the Government should bear in mind the human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation, and use the international human rights framework as a guide for the design and implementation of policies and programs, as a way of further improving their work. 
The human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation require that they are available, accessible, affordable and of good quality. These obligations must be guaranteed in a non-discriminatory manner, and citizens must have access to information to claim their rights. Where it is a third party providing access to drinking water and sanitation, such as the case with the Holding Company, which manages water provision while the Government retains ownership and control of water resources, the government is obligated to regulate the activities of that institution to ensure that all aspects of the human rights are guaranteed. Moreover, ensuring the rights to safe drinking water and to sanitation are closely related to the enjoyment of other human rights, including the rights to food, housing, health, education, freedom from violence, and an important tool for the empowerment of women. 

Egypt has made important progress in extending its water network for personal and domestic uses to its population. This achievement puts Egypt ahead of its African neighbours and it is clear that Egypt will easily meet the Millennium Development Goal target on halving the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water. 

Egypt is a water scarce country. More and more, the country will face water stress, particularly in the context of climate change and the rapidly growing population. The future will hold new challenges and the Government will have to sustain its attention to these areas in order to maintain the achievements and avoid backward steps. In particular, the Government must undertake awareness raising campaigns aimed at reducing excessive water consumption, a practice to which Egyptians living in urban areas have become accustomed. In addition, the Government will need to address the high rate of physical water losses, due to leaking pipes and other technical problems. As Egypt faces increasing water scarcity, these losses will threaten the availability of water for human consumption, which must be accorded priority over all other uses. Water is a precious resource and must be treated as such by everyone.
Having mentioned the achievements, I will now address the outstanding challenges, identify some good practices, and make some preliminary recommendations. In my opinion, the progress that Egypt has made puts it in a good position to now tackle these challenges, which particularly relate to water quality, extending access to sanitation, some issues related to affordability, and disparities in access to drinking water and sanitation between rural and urban areas, as well as between formal and informal habitations. 
Water quality
Concerning water quality, I have personally met with people who have complained that the drinking water quality is poor in some areas of Egypt, especially in places at the extremities of the water network and in less affluent areas. According to the most recent report of the National Council for Human Rights, 19 percent of inhabitants still lack access to pure drinking water. Poor quality water is linked to numerous health problems and I particularly heard complaints about kidney problems. This situation could be attributed to old and decaying pipes, lack of continuous water supply, to inadequate storage of water, and/or to contamination of water sources with wastewater, or other pollutants. In this regard, the Government needs to give particular attention to upgrading old networks to ensure that drinking water is not contaminated as it travels from the water source to the citizens. Additionally, it will be important to extend access to water to the household level, in order to reduce the extent to which water is stored in an inadequate manner leading to a deterioration of the water quality. I would also urge the Government to implement and enforce laws against polluting water sources. 
I visited two water treatment plants, in Cairo and in Qena, where the labs were actively engaged in testing water quality, and I also learned that the Holding Company has 164 mobile labs for testing water quality. I encourage the authorities to extend regular and comprehensive water quality tests across the country and to respond to complaints about drinking water quality promptly in order to identify and address the problem. Furthermore, although the water quality appears to be tested regularly – at least in some parts of the country - , the results seem to be difficult for affected people to obtain. In this regard, I recommend that the authorities make public and easily accessible all results of analyses of water quality carried out.
Sanitation
Concerning sanitation, the Government acknowledges that access to improved sanitation facilities is lagging behind the associated area of drinking water, and that “the country needs more intensive programs and policies” in the rural areas. The United Nations estimates that access to improved sanitation facilities is only 66 percent, with 85 percent access in urban areas, and 52 percent access in rural areas. According to the National Council for Human Rights, this figure is even lower. In this regard, I welcome the rural sanitation strategy which calls for a 20 billion Egyptian pounds (approximately 4 billion US dollars) investment in rural sanitation. Inadequate septic tanks are leading to contamination of the ground water, causing health problems for the surrounding population. Additionally, when septic tanks are emptied and dumped into canals, rivers and streams, water quality and public health are further threatened. I encourage the Government to continue to devote priority attention to sanitation in all unserved, or underserved areas, including rural areas as well as informal settlements. In terms of good practices, I particularly note the Government policy to re-use treated wastewater for irrigation as well as growing trees for biofuel production. 
Affordability
The price of water and the direct and indirect costs and charges with securing drinking water must not compromise or threaten the realization of other human rights. I recognize that the tariff for drinking water in Egypt is considered one of the lowest tariffs in the world, with over 92 percent of households spending less than 1 percent of their household budget on water and sanitation. Nevertheless, the extreme poor, which are 3.8 percent of the population, or 3 million people, cannot even afford this small amount. In addition, the cost of extending a water connection to the household from the main water line in the area is beyond the means of many people. The Government should develop targeted programs to ensure people are not denied access to water because they are poor. One good practice of the Government and other actors, including especially UNICEF, in this respect is the establishment of revolving funds which provide loans to poor people to connect them to water, and also to sanitation, and allow them to pay back in installments. During my visit to Upper Egypt, I saw the decisive impact of this type of intervention on the daily lives of people, especially women and children. This type of fund or other similar solutions should be more widely utilized across the country. 
Disparities
The issues I have just highlighted of poor drinking water quality, lack of access to sanitation, and affordability disproportionately affect many living in rural areas, and those living in informal settlements. These are the poorest and most marginalized communities, and from a human rights perspective, policies and programs should prioritize their situation. The Government has acknowledged the needs of these communities as a challenge, and I call upon the Government to respect, protect and fulfil the rights to water and sanitation for these communities. I also encourage UN agencies to become active on these issues, and I particularly recommend that UNICEF, in cooperation with the Government, expands its activities to informal settlements. 

These are only some preliminary impressions. I will present a full report on this visit to the United Nations Human Rights Council in 2010, which will include a more detailed analysis of all that I have learned on this mission as well as specific recommendations to the Government and other key actors. 
I would like to conclude by again thanking the Egyptian Government for welcoming me to visit the country on this mission. The commitment of the Government to address these issues is commendable, and I am confident that going forward, the Government will dedicate the same level of energy and efforts to address these remaining challenges. I look forward to continuing this dialogue with the Government, towards ensuring the full realisation of the rights to drinking water and sanitation to all people in Egypt. 
END

Catarina de Albuquerque, a senior legal adviser at the Office for Documentation and Comparative Law in Portugal and Invited Professor at the University of Coimbra was appointed Independent Expert on the issue of the human rights obligations related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation by the Human Rights Council in September 2008. For further information on the mandate of the Independent Expert, please consult the web page of the mandate on the website of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights: http://www2.ohchr.org/english/issues/water/iexpert/index.htm.
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