
D A T A  T A B L E  3

Access to Safe Drinking Water 

by Country, 1970 to 2004

Description
Safe drinking water is one of the most basic human requirements, and one of the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015 is to reduce by half the proportion of
people unable to reach or afford safe drinking water (see Chapter 4 in this volume). As
a result, estimates of access to safe drinking water are a cornerstone of most interna-
tional assessments of progress, or lack thereof, toward solving global and regional
water problems.

Data are given here for the percent of urban, rural, and total populations, by country,
with access to safe drinking water for 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, 1990, 1994, 2000, 2002,
and 2004—the most recent year for which data are available. The World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) collected the data presented here over various periods. Most of the data
presented were drawn from responses by national governments to WHO question-
naires. Participants in data collection include the Joint Monitoring Programme (JMP) of
WHO, the United Nations Children’s Fund, and the Water Supply and Sanitation Col-
laborative Council, which has continued sector monitoring and aims to support and
strengthen the monitoring efforts of individual countries. The forty largest countries in
the developing world account for 90 percent of population in these regions. As a result,
WHO spent extra effort to collect comprehensive data for these countries.

Data for 2000 and later reflect a significant change in definition. Data are now
reported for populations without access to “improved” water supply. According to
WHO, the following technologies were included in the assessment as representing
“improved” water supply:

Household connection
Public standpipe
Borehole
Protected dug well
Protected spring
Rainwater collection

In comparison, “unimproved” drinking water sources refers to:

Unprotected well
Unprotected spring
Rivers or ponds
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Vendor-provided water
Bottled water
Tanker truck water

Limitations
A review of water and sanitation coverage data from the 1980s and 1990s shows that
the definition of safe, or improved, water supply and sanitation facilities differs from
one country to another and for a given country over time. Indeed, some of the data
from individual countries often showed rapid and implausible changes in the level of
coverage from one assessment to the next. This indicates that some of the data are also
unreliable, irrespective of the definition used. Countries used their own definitions of
“rural” and “urban.”

For the 1996 data, two-thirds of the countries reporting indicated how they defined
“access.” At the time, the definition most commonly centered on walking distance or
time from household to water source, such as a public standpipe, which varied from 50
to 2,000 meters and 5 to 30 minutes. Definitions sometimes included considerations of
quantity, with the acceptable limit ranging from 15 to 50 liters per capita per day. The
WHO considers safe drinking water to be treated surface water or untreated water from
protected springs, boreholes, and wells.

WHO Assessments since 2000 have attempted to shift from gathering information
from water providers only to include consumer-based information. The current
approach uses household surveys in an effort to assess the actual use of facilities. “Rea-
sonable access” was broadly defined as the availability of at least 20 liters per person
per day from a source within one kilometer of the user’s dwelling. A drawback of this
approach is that household surveys are not conducted regularly in many countries.
Thus, direct comparisons between countries, and across time within the same country,
are difficult. Direct comparisons are additionally complicated by the fact that these
data hide disparities between regions and socioeconomic classes.

Access to water, as reported by WHO, does not imply that the level of service or
quality of water is “adequate” or “safe.” The assessment questionnaire did not include
any methodology for discounting coverage figures to allow for intermittence or poor
quality of the water supplies. However, the instructions stated that piped systems
should not be considered “functioning” unless they were operating at over 50 percent
capacity on a daily basis; and that hand pumps should not be considered functioning
unless they were operating for at least 70 percent of the time with a lag between
breakdown and repair not exceeding two weeks. These aspects were taken into consid-
eration when estimating coverage for countries for which national surveys had not
been conducted. More details of the methods used, and their limitations, can be found
at http://www.who.int/docstore/water_sanitation_health/Globassessment/Global
TOC.htm.
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