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LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN:
A THIRD OF RURAL POPULATIONS LACKS ACCESS TO SAFE WATER
Increasing access to safe drinking water and sanitation services in Latin America and the Caribbean
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Access to safe water and to basic sanitation services is key to sustainable development and is of fundamental importance to ensure basic rights of children such as those to survival and to development.  Through the adoption in 2000 of the Millennium Development Goals, 189 States recognized the need for priority action to improve access to safe water and sanitation services, as reflected by their commitment “to halve by the year 2015 the proportion of people lacking access to safe water and  sanitation services.”
As a region, Latin America and the Caribbean has made significant progress towards this Millennium Development Goal.  Access to safe drinking water has increased 6% since 1990, thus reducing by 16 million the number of people who still lack access to this basic service.  Even though not all countries in the region are advancing at the same pace, on current trends it is expected that many of them will achieve the goal by 2015.   
A sector marked by profound inequities 

Despite this progress, 60 million people in the region still lack access to safe water and 134 million lack access to basic sanitation services.  Children constitute almost half of those excluded, living a reality which contributes to a deterioration of their health status, thus impinging on their rights to survival and development.  

The distribution of safe water and sanitation services follows the same pattern of profound inequity which characterizes a region with vast socio-economic disparities.  Twenty  million  people in urban areas (5% of urban populations) lack access to safe water.  Twice as many are denied access in rural areas -- 40 million -- representing 31% of the total rural population. Rural populations are therefore six times more disadvantaged than urban ones when it comes to accessing this most basic and fundamental right.  Inequities within rural areas are also staggering.  Indigenous communities and people of African descent are the most disadvantaged.  
Coverage figures do not reflect a hidden fact: some 60% of water systems experience frequent service disruptions, thus gravely increasing health risks in particular among children and pregnant women.  The lack of availability of water and sanitation services, either due to lack of access or to disruptions in service, has a significant impact on child mortality.  
UNICEF’s priorities regarding support to water and sanitation initiatives in the region
The Millennium Development Goals constitute the core agenda of the funds, agencies and programmes of the United Nations System.  The goal that refers to water and sanitation services is of key importance to UNICEF due to its impact on the rights of children.  Through its offices in 24 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, UNICEF supports water and sanitation initiatives carried out by Governments, civil society and communities.  
At national level, UNICEF supports the design of public policies and development programs that prioritize a rapid expansion of water and sanitation services, with due attention being paid to reducing existing inequities amongst regions and population groups.  UNICEF closely monitors the profound transformations that are underway in the sector, including the trend toward privatization in a number of countries.  UNICEF will continue to work with all actors in the sector to ensure that, regardless of what management options have been chosen, priority is given to providing water and sanitation services to the poorest and most excluded populations, which have traditionally lacked access.  
In addition to its efforts related to public policies, UNICEF directly supports implementation of national water and sanitation programmes in Bolivia, Colombia, Honduras, Nicaragua and Guatemala.  The common trait of these interventions is their focus on reducing the inequities facing rural or marginal urban areas. Their goal is to increase sustainable access to water and sanitation services and their efficient use.  Their strategies include ensuring community participation in the design and construction of water and sanitation projects; building the capacity of communities for their management and educating the population in the maintenance and correct use of these services.  Programmes in other countries in the region include water and sanitation components in local-level initiatives that seek to ensure greater access of children and women to basic social services.  
Ensuring access to safe water and basic sanitation services in emergencies is another priority of UNICEF worldwide.  This is particularly important in this region, where both natural (and often seasonal) disasters and political instability generate humanitarian needs among hundreds of thousands of children and women every year.
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