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Ensure availability and sustainable 

management of water and sanitation for all  
  

I. SUMMARY 

The sixth goal of the United Nation’s 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development commits member 

States to ensure the availability and sustainable 

management of water and sanitation for everybody. 

North and Central Asia (NCA) is particularly 

affected by water stress and struggles to achieve 

several SDG targets. While sanitation targets are 

often met in the region, the same does not hold for 

water targets, where ambitious actions are required. 

Governments need to increase water use efficiency 

and preserve water-related ecosystems, enhance 

transboundary cooperation, and avoid conflicts over 

the use of water resources. Progress is needed to 

safely treat domestic wastewater and ensure access 

to affordable drinking water for all. Finally, data 

collection capacities, together with transparency, 

should be improved since these are necessary to 

understand weaknesses in implementation and plan 

future actions. 

 

II. CURRENT STATUS & TRENDS 

North and Central Asia’s progress towards meeting 

SDG 6 is limited. Sufficient progress has been 

achieved for sanitation, where countries in the 

subregion are on the right path towards reaching the 

2030 target for the proportion of the population 

using (a) safely managed sanitation services and (b) 

hand-washing facilities with soap and water. 

Governments are adopting policies and procedures 

to increase citizens’ participation in water 

management. There is insufficient progress in 

ensuring access to drinking water, water use 

efficiency, and integrated water resource 

management. Water quality is an issue in the region, 

with almost all countries treating a low proportion 

of wastewater. Water stress is a particularly 

worrying issue in the region which suffers from 

increasing water shortages, droughts, and the 

shrinking of water bodies.
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Figure 1: SDG 6 Progress Chart for North and Central Asia 

 
* The length of each bar shows the progress of the subregion since 2015. If a bar reaches or crosses the current year line, the subregion has made 
the expected progress to date. 

Source: Asia Pacific SDG Gateway, UN ESCAP 

Target 6.1: By 2030, achieve universal and 

equitable access to safe and affordable drinking 

water for all 

Regarding the proportion of population using safely 

managed drinking water services, there is 

substantial heterogeneity both between and within 

countries, as well as between urban and rural areas. 

Turkmenistan presents an impressive performance. 

Based on available data, 95% of the population of 

Turkmenistan has access to safe drinking water 

services and the divide between rural and urban 

areas is the smallest in the region.  

Figure 2: Proportion of population using safely 

managed drinking water services (2020) 

 

 
Source: WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 

Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (2021) 

 

 

 

 

Target 6.2: By 2030, achieve access to adequate 

and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and 

end open defecation 

Progress to achieve adequate sanitation and hygiene 

in North and Central Asia is good. In particular, the 

proportion of the population practicing open 

defecation is equal to zero, both in urban and rural 

areas (UN SDG Indicators Database). Open 

defecation has never been an issue in the subregion, 

even before the adoption of the 2030 Agenda.  

 

Other sanitation practices are generally sufficient in 

the subregion. The proportion of the population 

with handwashing facilities is reported as 100% in 

urban and rural areas in Kyrgyzstan and 

Turkmenistan, and above 90% in Armenia and 

Georgia.  
Figure 3: Proportion of population with basic 

handwashing facilities on premises (2020) 

 
Source: WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 

Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (2021)  

Regarding the proportion of the population using 

safely managed sanitation services Kazakhstan and 
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Kyrgyzstan show the greatest achievement, while 

Georgia and Azerbaijan perform poorly in this 

target. For Azerbaijan, the proportion of the 

population using safely managed sanitation services 

is reported to be lower than 10% in urban areas. 

These countries therefore require significant efforts 

to spread safe sanitation practices. 

Figure 4: Proportion of population using safely 

managed sanitation services (2020) 

 
Source: WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 

Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene (2021))  

 

Target 6.3: By 2030, improve water quality 

In North and Central Asia, no country treats more 

than 60% of its wastewater. Azerbaijan has the 

highest proportion, treating over 50% of wastewater. 

Particularly poor treatment levels are seen in 

Kyrgyzstan (19%) and the Russian Federation 

(13%). 

 

Regarding the proportion of bodies of water with 

good water quality, Georgia and the Russian 

Federation perform well. However, the quality of its 

water bodies should not be an excuse for the 

Russian Federation to underperform in treating 

wastewater flows. Kazakhstan, on the other hand, 

needs to improve the quality of its water bodies 

since just 64% of them can be considered clean. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Water quality 

 
 

Source: “Proportion of safely treated domestic water” WHO 2020 

“Proportion of bodies of water with good water quality” World 
Environment Situation Room 2020 

 

Target 6.4: By 2030, substantially increase 

water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure 

sustainable withdrawals and supply of 

freshwater to address water scarcity and 

substantially reduce the number of people 

suffering from water scarcity 

With respect to other regions of the world, Central 

Asia presents worrying high levels of water stress, 

with an overexploitation of the resource. Central 

Asia, Northern Africa, and Western Asia not only 

present levels of water stress above the 25% 

threshold marking the first stages of physical water 

stress, but also show the highest levels in the world. 

All countries in North and Central Asia except for 

the Russian Federation and Georgia present levels 

of water stress above the 25% threshold. Moreover, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan display rates above 

100%, meaning that they are withdrawing more 

freshwater than their ecosystems can renew, an 

unsustainable situation that will ultimately lead to 

the exhaustion of water resources in the subregion. 
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Figure 6: Water stress 

 
 

Source: Freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of renewable 

freshwater resources FAO 

 

No country has made considerable progress in these 

areas since the 2030 Agenda was introduced in 

2015. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Azerbaijan 

present stable elevated levels of water stress; the 

situation in Armenia, following an erratic 

deterioration in levels of water stress, has improved 

since 2015; while in Tajikistan, data from 2018 and 

2019 seem to suggest increasing stress after an 

extended period of progress. The two countries with 

the highest water stress (above 100%) are in a 

particularly worrying situation: Turkmenistan 

shows no progress while in Uzbekistan the problem 

has worsened significantly since 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Water stress over time 2000-2019 

 
Source: Freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of renewable 

freshwater resources FAO 

 

This dramatic situation has been exacerbated by 

very low levels of water use efficiency. All 

countries in the subregion are below the average 

water use efficiency in the world, which is equal to 

19.4$ per m3 of water. The Russian Federation 

performs far better than all the other countries in 

North and Central Asia, even though increases in 

water use efficiency have stalled since 2008. The 

rest of the subregion shows poor performance, with 

extremely low levels of water use efficiency and no 

considerable progress over the last 20 years. Only 

Kazakhstan and Georgia present relatively higher 

and increasing levels of water use efficiency. 

Figure 8: Water use efficiency (United States dollars 

per cubic meter of water) 

 
Source: FAO 
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Target 6.5: By 2030, implement integrated water 

resources management1 at all levels 

The Russian Federation is the most advanced 

country with respect to integrated water 

management and it could be an example for other 

countries in the subregion. 

Figure 9: Degree of integrated water resources 

management implementation (2020) 

 
Source: IWRM Data Portal, UNEP  

The variability of weather conditions in some parts 

of the region, with more arid seasons and years, 

necessitates cooperation between countries to 

successfully manage water resources. Water 

management is transboundary in essence since 

aquifers are shared between countries. Irrigation, 

water storage for hydropower, and the preservation 

of ecosystems can be opposing priorities that reflect 

the trade-offs between different SDGs in the 2030 

Agenda. The Aral Sea is one example, which has 

been under high ecological pressure in the last 

decades, because of the hoarding of copious 

amounts of water in dams for energy production and 

the extensive exploitation of rivers for agricultural 

purposes (Féaux de la Croix 2021). 

Water cooperation is fundamental to achieving the 

targets of SDG6. The proportion of transboundary 

basins with an operational arrangement for water 

cooperation between riparian countries is high in 

Uzbekistan even if improvement is still possible and 

desirable. Much lower figures describe the situation 

of Kyrgyzstan and countries in the Caucasus, with 

Georgia showing no arrangements for water 

cooperation at all. 

 
1 Integrated water resource management is “a process 
which promotes the coordinated development and 
management of water, land and related resources, in 
order to maximize the resultant economic and social 

Figure 10: Proportion of transboundary basins (river 

and lake basins and aquifers) with an operational 

arrangement for water cooperation 

 

*Just river and lake basin 
 

Source: UN SDG Indicators Database 

Target 6.6: By 2020, protect and restore water-

related ecosystems 

Since 2015 most of the countries of NCA have 

taken successful steps to improve the protection of 

their aquatic ecosystems. Just two countries in the 

region present negative percentage changes in the 

surface covered by their lakes and rivers, albeit for 

Kazakhstan the change is negligible (-0.2%). Much 

more dramatic is the situation for Uzbekistan: the 

country has lost the 49% of the surface of its lakes 

and rivers, an observation consistent with the huge 

increase in water stress discussed above. 

 Figure 11: Lakes and rivers permanent water area 

change 2016-2020 

 
 

Source: Global Surface Water Explorer extraction for UN 

Environment Programme 

welfare in an equitable manner without compromising 
the sustainability of vital ecosystems” (Global Water 
Partnership) 
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III. AREAS REQUIRING ATTENTION & KEY 

CHALLENGES 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Access to water 

Water access is problematic in Tajikistan, 

Uzbekistan, and Georgia, where more than one in 

three citizens do not have access to safe drinking 

water services. The urban-rural divide is 

particularly worrying. In Georgia and Uzbekistan, 

the majority of the rural population does not 

have access to drinking water services.  

Water stress 

Water stress, together with the protection of 

water-related ecosystems, are major concerns 

for North and Central Asia. No country has made 

considerable progress since the introduction of 

the 2030 Agenda in 2015. The situation in 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan is particularly 

significant, with water stress above 100% they 

are extracting more freshwater than their 

ecosystems renew. In relation to the 

preservation of water ecosystems Uzbekistan 

presents a concerning situation - between 2016 

and 2020, the permanent water area of rivers 

and lakes has been halved. 

Sanitation 

While overall achievement is high in North and 

Central Asia, some issues remain. In Tajikistan, 

while handwashing facilities are adequate in 

urban areas, their availability in rural areas is 

more problematic. In Georgia and Azerbaijan, the 

proportion of the population using safely 

managed sanitation services is still low. 

Water quality 

Water quality is a major issue in NCA. 

Governments should increase the proportion of 

safely treated domestic wastewater since no 

country in the region exceeds 60%, with the 

Russian Federation and Kyrgyzstan performing 

particularly poorly. Monitoring the pollution of 

water bodies is another important priority for 

countries in the area and currently only the 

Russian Federation, Georgia, and Kazakhstan 

provide data on the proportion of bodies with 

good ambient water quality. 

Data availability issues 

Data is missing for many countries and many 

indicators. Governments should increase their 

capacities to collect data and enhance their 

transparency since without close monitoring of 

the indicators of the SDGs it is impossible to 

record progress, understand weaknesses in 

implementation and plan actions. Moreover, 

governments should provide more detailed 

data, disaggregated by gender and other social 

groups. In this way, it will be possible to analyse 

the achievement also with respect to fragile 

groups. 

Integrated water resource management 

Countries in North and Central Asia have low 

levels of integrated water resource management. 

Moreover, the high level of water stress in the 

subregion could benefit from further 

transnational cooperation for water 

management. This is needed to ensure that no 

water is wasted and people in every country have 

access to water resources. With water basins 

having no national frontiers and borders, 

international cooperation is essential. 

Water use efficiency 

Water use efficiency is extremely low in North 

and Central Asia and all countries are below the 

global average. Differences between countries 

in the subregion exist and are prevalently due 

more to the prevalent use of water: countries 

that use higher percentage of water for 

agriculture are those with the lowest overall 

water use efficiency. 



    
 
 
 
 

SDG Profile for the Sixth North and Central Asia Multistakeholder Forum  
on Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 

IV. GENDER & HUMAN RIGHTS CONSIDERATIONS 

Access to water and sanitation is a human right and 

governments are responsible for guaranteeing the 

appropriate. In this respect, access to safely 

managed drinking water services should be 

enhanced, especially in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and 

Georgia, and in all rural areas. The lack of access to 

safely managed drinking water services in rural 

areas exposes individuals to health risks since 

contaminated water and poor sanitation are linked 

to transmission of diarrhoeic diseases. Access to 

safe drinking water also has positive effects on 

economic growth, beyond the obvious savings on 

health expenditures, people are less likely to fall ill 

and incur medical costs and are better able to remain 

economically productive.  

 

Data availability limits the possibility to advance 

gender equality considerations. It is of utmost 

importance that governments begin to provide data 

disaggregated by gender and other social and 

national groups. 

Research evidence a gender gap in access to water 

and sanitation in North and Central Asia, an 

observation brought to light thanks to the work of 

international organizations and academic 

institutions. Current studies show that women in 

Central Asia have accumulated considerable 

knowledge about water management since they are 

most often the collectors, users, and managers of 

water in the household and the farmers of irrigated 

crops. Despite this valuable knowledge, women are 

left out of water-related decision making. Thus, a 

great reserve of knowledge and expertise goes 

untapped, undermining the potential effectiveness 

of water management and holding back economic 

growth and development. The exclusion of women 

from water management has negative consequences 

on sanitation and health, because women are those 

who traditionally ensure that water in the household 

is clean (World Bank 2021). Finally, the lack of 

access to sanitation does not have the same impact 

on the male and female population. Lack of access 

to menstrual products and adequate facilities for 

menstrual hygiene management makes women 

more exposed to risks of infections. Health risks 

include reproductive and urinary tract infections 

which can result in future infertility and birth 

complications. Moreover, neglecting to wash hands 

after changing menstrual products can spread 

infections, such as hepatitis B and thrush (World 

Bank 2022). 

 

V. PRIORITIES FOR ACTION 

Priority 1: Mobilize finance and investments for 

water projects 

Access to drinking water is a human right, however 

the extraction and transport of water have a cost. 

Countries should find ways to make this cost 

affordable to all. This is challenging and requires 

public intervention. However, in recent decades, a 

shift towards the privatization of water services has 

taken place, with international organizations, 

pushing for private involvement in water 

management (McDonald, Marios, and Spronk 

2021). However, private companies and banks are 

reluctant to invest in risky and low-return water 

projects, so that poor and sparsely populated 

regions remain under-served. Other sources of 

finance have been used, such as through public-

private partnerships, blended finance, and official 

development assistance. Blended finance shifts 

some of the risk or cost of a project to the public 

sector, in this way enhancing risk-return profiles for 

private creditors and investors. However, this new 

mode of finance has been pursued in only a few 

isolated experiences and the opportunity might 

therefore exist for it to be scaled-up. Other possible 

financial options should also be taken into 

consideration, and among these, particular attention 

should be given to public banks (McDonald, Marios, 

and Spronk 2021). Public banks can promote long-

term, stable, and countercyclical investments, 

lending when private actors are constricting their 
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supply of money. Moreover, they can help develop 

financial expertise for the public sector. 

 

New water projects in North and Central Asia need 

to focus on upgrading existing infrastructure, using 

new technologies to reduce wastes and enhance 

efficiency. 

 

Priority 2: Improve water use efficiency 

Since agriculture is the main responsible for water 

use, a shift is required to less water-intensive crops, 

especially in countries with higher water stress. 

Developing new methods of irrigation, such as drip 

irrigation, is also an important step. Countries are 

already investing in new methods of irrigation and 

have started the shift towards less water-intensive 

crops, this trend continue, and more effort should be 

put into supporting the transition. Overall water use 

efficiency could also be enhanced through 

upgrading existing infrastructure and introducing 

new regulations about the treatment and re-use of 

wastewaters. 

 

Priority 3: Ensure equitable access to drinking 

water and sanitation 

Governments should promote the participation of 

women and minority groups in water management, 

considering gender-differentiated needs and the 

impact of accessibility of water services. 

Governments could intervene with a targeted 

program of fiscal incentives to encourage the 

adoption of handwashing facilities and sanitation 

services by households, with particular attention to 

the poorest ones.  

 

Priority 4: Ensure quality and sustainability of 

water resources 

Improving water quality is a high priority for the 

region, more so since the availability of water is 

scarce. Every town should have a system to collect, 

process and treat wastewater. More stringent 

regulations are required for industries and 

agriculture to prevent the pollution of water aquifers. 

 

Priority 5: Strengthen regional cooperation for 

water management 

Countries need to improve cooperation on water 

resources because in North and Central Asia water 

is a transboundary issue. This is a challenge for the 

region because water is scarce, and tensions can 

arise over its control. There should be an increase in 

the proportion of transboundary basins with an 

operational cooperation agreement in place. 
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