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The devastating combination of climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic 
threatens lives and livelihoods the world over, with a disproportionate impact falling 
on the world’s poorest people. These threats, exacerbated by increasing inequalities 
and a looming debt crisis, highlight systemic flaws in our global economy. 

We now have a critical opportunity to shift 
towards healthier, more sustainable economies, 
and equitable societies that work for both 
people and planet. In 2021, more than any other 
year, the international community expects the 
world’s most powerful governments to step up – 
setting out ambitious and comprehensive plans 
to address the ongoing and unequal impact of 
the COVID-19 and climate crises.

The immediate priority must be to end 
the COVID-19 pandemic by investing in an 
equitable vaccine rollout that integrates 
hygiene behaviour change programmes. As 
donor governments prepare for this year’s G7 
and G20 summits, one thing is abundantly clear – 
until the pandemic ends everywhere, it remains a 
threat, including to economies and people in G7 
and G20 countries.2 The world’s richest nations 
have a moral and economic responsibility to 
make available the prevention and treatment 
measures3 that could save hundreds of 
thousands of lives. It is the right thing to do, 
and the smart thing, to protect global prosperity 
jeopardised by a prolonged pandemic.

Without swift and comprehensive action by the 
G7 and the G20 to invest in preventative and 
protective measures, including handwashing, 
we are headed for a ‘twin-track’ world 
characterised by ever-increasing disparity in 
human development and basic survival. Decades 
of progress in ending poverty and hunger have 
already been reversed4 by the pandemic, and 
the effectiveness of any further investment – 
and the chances of achieving the 2030 Agenda 
– will rest on collective efforts now to end 
COVID-19 and the inequalities of its impact. 

“Policymakers must do everything in their 
power to promote a more inclusive recovery 
[from the COVID-19 crisis], one that benefits 
all segments of society.

So, we will need a fiscal stimulus that delivers 
for people. This means scaling up public 
investment in health care to protect the 
most vulnerable and minimize the risks from 
future epidemics. It also means strengthening 
social safety nets; expanding access to quality 
education, clean water, and sanitation; and 
investing in climate-smart infrastructure.”1

Kristalina Georgieva, Managing Director, 
International Monetary Fund 
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Strengthening the provision of essential services 
like water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) in 
the most vulnerable communities is a best 
buy approach in building resilience to future 
pandemics, emerging global health threats 
like antimicrobial resistance (AMR) and climate 
change. WASH helps communities to withstand 
emergencies and adapt to the changing climate, 
while enabling them to meet their basic needs. 
Ensuring everyone’s rights to climate-resilient, 
equitable and sustainable services (especially in 
public places like healthcare facilities, schools and 
markets) will redress the inequalities so apparent 
in the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. It will 
also facilitate pandemic preparedness and build 
long-term resilience of the world’s most vulnerable 
people and societies to both health and climate 
shocks. Rapidly expanding access to WASH will 
advance the G7 and G20’s commitments to 
support people, prosperity and planet. 

Leaders of the most powerful economies 
have a range of economic tools to help the 
poorest nations hasten their own recovery 
– now is the time to use them. The G7/G20 
should therefore make an emergency funding 
package available to enable all countries to 
protect their people and strengthen their societies. 
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This must include urgent measures to cancel 
debt, release Official Development Assistance 
(ODA), issue a new allocation of Special Drawing 
Rights (SDRs), and identify additional sources of 
international public finance. Beyond postponing 
debt servicing requirements as the G20 has done, 
this emergency funding package would ensure 
all countries have an equal chance to achieve 
herd immunity and inject their economies with 
the stimulus required to kickstart recovery. The 
lessons of the COVID response show us that it 
is possible for governments to mobilise trillions 
of dollars5 to address an emergency – and that 
this emergency response should build long-term 
resilience and stronger systems (rather than 
supporting outdated industries that jeopardise 
our collective future).6 

WASH is chronically underfunded worldwide: 
Two billion people don’t have safely managed 
water for drinking, cooking or personal use.
Four billion people don’t have safely managed 
sanitation or decent toilets.
Three billion people are unable to wash their 
hands with soap and water at home.

The gaps are particularly stark in 
healthcare settings: 

Globally, one in four healthcare facilities  
do not have basic water services, one in ten 
have no sanitation services, and one in  
three lack adequate facilities to clean hands 
where care is provided. 
In LDCs, half of healthcare facilities lack  
basic water services and three in five have  
no sanitation services. 
Ensuring all healthcare facilities in all of 
these countries have basic WASH, waste 
management and cleaning services will cost 
an additional US $3.6 billion between 2021 
and 2030. This is both achievable and a 
multiplier for global health impact.

Public support for international 
political action on WASH in 
pandemic preparedness

87% of people agree that providing WASH  
in public spaces like hospitals and schools in 
the poorest places should be a core element 
of pandemic preparedness and COVID 
recovery plans.

84% of those surveyed (50% strongly) believe 
that aid spent this way makes us all safer 
ahead of the next pandemic.

Three quarters (75%) of adults surveyed 
agree that debt repayments of the poorest 
poorer countries (including to private sector 
creditors) should be suspended so that 
countries can invest in WASH to help fight 
COVID-19.

Based on online polling conducted by YouGov for WaterAid: 
18,635 adults surveyed across Australia, Brazil, Canada, 
France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, 
Sweden, South Africa, South Korea, UK, USA. Read more at: 
washmatters.wateraid.org/publications/public-support-
wash-resilience

WaterAid therefore calls on the world’s 
leading donor countries, meeting as the G7 
and G20 in 2021, to: 
1. End the COVID-19 pandemic by promoting an 

equitable roll-out of vaccines hand-in-hand 
with hygiene behaviour change.

2. Integrate WASH into global pandemic 
preparedness plans and reform of global 
health architecture, including the proposed 
global treaty on pandemic preparedness.

3. Deliver catalytic funding, with an initial 
contribution of at least US $1.2 billion, to 
kickstart universal access to clean water, 
decent toilets and good hygiene in healthcare 
facilities in Least Developed Countries
(LDCs) – a prerequisite for combatting global 
health threats everywhere.

4. Provide new and additional international 
finance for climate adaptation, especially for 
locally-led projects, that help meet
the basic needs of the most affected 
communities – including access to WASH.

5. Commit to an emergency recovery package 
comprised of:

Comprehensive debt relief and restructuring; 
A new issuance and reallocation of at 
least US $1 trillion in International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) SDRs; 
Fulfilling commitments to spend 0.7% of 
gross national income (GNI) on aid; and 
Exploring innovative sources of 
international public finance.



WaterAid is a registered charity: Australia: ABN 99 700 687 141. Canada: 119288934 
RR0001. India: U85100DL2010NPL200169. Japan: 特定非営利活動法人ウォーターエイドジャ

パン(認定NPO法人) WaterAid Japan is a specified non-profit corporation (certified NPO 
corporation). Sweden: Org.nr: 802426-1268, PG: 90 01 62-9, BG: 900-1629.  
UK: Registered charity numbers 288701 (England and Wales) and SC039479 (Scotland). 
USA: WaterAid America is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization.

       @WaterAid

WaterAid is an international not-for-profit, determined to make 
clean water, decent toilets and good hygiene normal for everyone, 
everywhere within a generation. Only by tackling these three 
essentials in ways that last can people change their lives for good. 

To find out more go to: washmatters.wateraid.
org/publications/investing-water-sanitation-
hygiene-global-recovery-resilience

Front cover: Olga, 16, at a handwashing station 
provided by WaterAid at Mpolonjeni High School 
in Mpolonjeni, Lubombo Province, eSwatini. 
November 2018.
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 Sokha, 32, washing her hands in front of the 
Thlork Vien health centre, Chhouk Village, Thlork 
Vien Commune, Samaki Meanchey District, 
Kampong Chhnang province, Cambodia. July 2020.
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