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Sustainable management of water and sani
tation, and the availability of clean, accessible 
water for all are essential components for 
constructing the kind of world in which 
people would want to live. Failure to ensure 
the availability of safe drinking water and basic 
levels of sanitation would hinder any efforts to 
ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing.

Among the challenges for countries in the  
Asian and Pacific region are the need to manage 
their water resources sustainably in order to 
ensure food and energy security, and to avoid 
regional conflicts that could arise when water 
scarcity occurs. 

6.1  Universal access to safe  
drinking water  
Although countries in the Asian and Pacific region 
have made substantial progress in improving 
access to drinking water, the challenges remain 
stark. Illconceived, outdated or nonexistent 
water supplyandcapture infrastructure 
exacerbates water shortages. Furthermore, the 
increased incidence of extreme weather due to 
climate change greatly affects the availability 
of water. Periods of drought and flood require 
that governments, municipalities and water 
providers must now and into the future think 
differently about how to supply clean and safe 
water, while safeguarding the environment 
from the adverse effects of climate change.

Sustainable Development Goal 6
Ensure availability and sustainable management  
of water and sanitation for all 

Approximately 277 million people in Asia 
and the Pacific did not have access to 
safe drinking water1 in 2015 despite the 
significant progress made since 1990

The Asian and Pacific region achieved the 
portion of target 7.C of the Millennium 
Develop ment Goals on halving the proportion 
of people without access to safe drinking 
water, and did so before the 2015 deadline. 
With a starting point of 73 per cent of the 
population in the region having such access in 
1990, Asia and the Pacific met that portion of 
the target in 2006 when 87 per cent of people 
had access to safe drinking water; progress 
has continued apace with 94 per cent having 
access in 2015. However, 277 million people in 
Asia and the Pacific still lacked access to safe 
drinking water sources in 2015; 138 million of 
them living in South and SouthWest Asia.

However, there are large differences between 
countries in their levels of access to safe 
drinking water. Of the 55 AsiaPacific countries 
with available information, 8 had universal 
access to safe drinking water since 1990, and 
6 achieved 100 per cent coverage by 2015. 
However, there were six countries where at 
least a quarter of their populations still did not 
have access to safe drinking water in 2015.  
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Figure 1
Access to 
improved water 
sources in rural 
areas, Asia and 
the Pacific, early 
1990s, 2000, and 
latest years

While access to safe drinking water is 
nearly universal in the urban settings of 
Asia and the Pacific, 1 in every 10 rural 
residents still lives without access to  
safe drinking water 

Between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of 
urban populations in Asia and the Pacific with 
access to safe drinking water remained high, 
increasing from 94 per cent to 97 per cent. 
Access to safe drinking water in the rural areas 
has accelerated from 63 per cent to 91 per cent 
during the same period. In 2015, however, 213 
million rural residents in the region still did not 
have access to safe drinking water; they account 
for three quarters of those living without access 
to safe drinking water in the region. Lack of 
access to safe drinking water is particularly 
acute for rural residents in some countries in the 
region. As of 2015, only 33 per cent of the rural 
population in Papua New Guinea had access to 
improved water sources. Similar situations were 
also found in Afghanistan (47 per cent), Kiribati 
(51 per cent), Mongolia (59 per cent) and Timor
Leste (61 per cent). (Fig 1, 2)

6.2  Access to basic sanitation for all
Sanitation is central to human and environ
mental health and is essential for sustainable 
development and dignity, and it ensures 
economic and social development oppor
tunities. Poor sanitation and wastewater 
manage ment leads to contamination of fresh 
water sources and is a major cause of disease 
and death while also being detrimental to the 
health of ecosystems.  

The percentage of the population with 
access to basic2 sanitation in Asia and the 
Pacific has increased from 44 per cent 
in 1990 to 65 per cent in 2015, although 
there are significant differences between 
subregions

An estimated 1.4 billion people in Asia and the 
Pacific have gained access to basic sanitation 
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since 1990. Nevertheless, improvements among 
AsiaPacific subregions vary in terms of both 
speed of progress and attainment levels.

The East and NorthEast Asian, North and Central 
Asian, and Pacific subregions have the highest 
basic sanitation coverage (about 80 per cent in 
2015). In comparison, East and NorthEast Asia 
made the greatest progress, from coverage of 
54.3 per cent in 1990 to 79.6 per cent in 2015, 
while the relative improvement has been slower 
in North and Central Asia, from 76.5 per cent 
in 1990 to 80.1 per cent in 2015. In the Pacific, 
overall coverage has declined from 82.1 per cent 
in 1990 to 79.9 per cent in 2015. Access to basic 
sanitation is a particular concern in Papua New 
Guinea and Solomon Islands where less than a 
third of the countries’ populations had access to 
improved sanitation in 2015, with limited or no 
progress over the levels recorded in 1990, that is, 
from 20 per cent in 1990 to 19 per cent in 2015, 
and from 26 per cent in 2000 to 30  per cent in 
2015 respectively.

SouthEast Asia has made notable progress in 
increasing access to improved sanitation, from 
less than 50 per cent coverage in 1990 to 72.3 
per cent in 2015. In South and SouthWest Asia, 
on the other hand, about half the population 
in 2015 still lacked access to basic sanitation, 
which was still an impressive reduction from 
the 75 per cent of the population who lacked 
access in 1990. (Fig 3) 

Figure 3 (right)
Trends in sanitation 
coverage in Asian 
and the Pacific 
subregions, 
19902015  

Figure 2
Access to 

improved water 
sources in urban 

areas, Asia and 
the Pacific, early 
1990s, 2000, and 

latest years
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About half the population in Asia and the 
Pacific living in rural areas do not have 
access to basic sanitation

Of the 1.5 billion people in the AsiaPacific  
region who did not have access to basic 
sanitation in 2015, 1.1 billion resided in rural 
areas – equivalent to about half the total rural 
population in the region. Only seven countries 
and territories in the region had achieved 
universal access to improved sanitation in their 
rural areas in 2015, while in many countries 
less than half their rural population had such 
access. (Fig 4)

Overall access to basic sanitation in rural areas  
has improved from a low of 3 of every 10 
rural dwellers in 1990 to 5 of every 10 in 2015. 
Progress has been comparatively slow in urban 
environments, increasing from 7 of every 10 
urban dwellers to 8 of every 10 over the same 
time period.

In some countries in the region, the urban
rural difference in sanitation coverage is large 
and widening. This situation may be due to (1) 
progress being made more rapidly in urban 
areas compared with rural areas such as in 
the case of Cambodia where the urbanrural 
gap increased from 21 percentage points 
in 1993 to 57 percentage points in 2015,  
(2) slow or no progress in rural areas such as 
in the case of TimorLeste where the urban
rural gap increased from 18 percentage points 
in 1995 to 42 percentage points in 2015, or  
(3) a significant decrease in sanitation coverage 
in rural areas, such as in the case of Georgia 
where the access to improved sanitation in 
rural areas decreased from 99 per cent in 1990 
to 76 per cent in 2015, whereas in urban areas 
it decreased from 97 per cent to 95 per cent in 
the same period. 

Figure 4
Proportion of rural/
urban population 
with access to 
improved sanitation, 
Asia and the Pacific, 
2015

6.3  Sustainable water consumption 
and management
Water is an engine of economic growth which 
provides and expands water services in industry, 
agriculture and other sectors, and, if managed 
well, provides more job opportunities. More 
efficient use of water services reduces public 
expenditures, considerably influences the 
production of goods and services, the means 
of transportation and the production of energy, 
and can significantly enhance energy efficiency.



5

Stat ist ica l  Yearbook for  As ia  and the Paci f ic  2015

Some countries in Asia and the Pacific are 
facing acute water scarcity problems

China and India extracted more freshwater 
from various sources than the rest of the 
countries in the region combined, however, 
their freshwater withdrawal per capita rates 
are not among the highest in the region. Their 
large total withdrawal can partly be attributed 
to the large size of their populations and high 
demand for water to conduct their expanding 
economic activity. The proportion of freshwater 
withdrawal3 has been increasing in China (by 
almost 2 percentage points, from 17.6 per cent 
in 1990 to 19.5 per cent in 2005) and in India 
(by more than 7 percentage points, from 26.2 
per cent in 1990 to 33.9 per cent in 2010). This 
is due to the fact that the amount of water 
used by these countries has been growing, 
yet renewable water resources have remained 
limited and relatively static over time. 

Conversely, the amount of freshwater 
withdrawal in Japan has declined constantly, 
from 91.4 billion m3 in 1992 to 81.2 billion m3 in 
2009. There have also been overall reductions 
in freshwater withdrawals in the majority of 
North and Central Asian countries.

Some countries’ freshwater withdrawal 
exceeded half of their total renewable water 
availability. The withdrawal rates were 51.1 per 
cent in Tajikistan in 2006; 67.9 per cent in the 
Islamic Republic of Iran in 2004; and 74.4 per 
cent in Pakistan in 2008. Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan have constantly faced chronic 
water shortages and have extracted more 
water than their available national renewable 
water resources.4 Turkmenistan used 112.5 per 
cent of their available freshwater in 2004, and 
Uzbekistan used 100.6 per cent in 2005. Such 
acute water scarcity is caused by a number of 
factors, including lack of surfacewater flow and 
extremely low precipitation, as well as water
intensive irrigation and agricultural practices. 
(Fig 5) 

6.4  Untreated wastewater 
Rapid economic development and demo
graphic growth in the Asian and Pacific 
region is putting severe strains on ecosystems 
and water resources. Significant amounts of 
wastewater generated by households and 
industries are being discharged directly into 
surfacewater bodies without any treatment, 
in particular in the lowerincome economies. 
This has detrimental effects on ecosystems, 
undermining livelihoods and causing serious 
health issues and diseases.

Much of the wastewater produced in urban 
areas in Asia and the Pacific is not treated

The amount of wastewater generated in urban 
areas in the AsiaPacific region, including 
domestic, commercial and industrial effluents 
as well as storm water runoff, is increasing, 
partly due to growing urban populations and 
rapid expansion of industrial sectors. However, 
a considerable proportion of wastewater is not 
treated before being discharged or reused.

Figure 5
Proportion 

of freshwater 
withdrawal, Asia 

and the Pacific, 
latest years 
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The largest producer of municipal wastewater 
in the region is China, where 38.0 billion m3 
were produced in 2010 and 26.6 billion m3 were 
treated in 2009 which means that about 70 per 
cent of municipal wastewater is treated. Japan 
is the second largest producer of wastewater 
with 16.9 billion m3 generated in 2011, and 11.6 
billion m3, or 69 per cent of the total treated. 
Singapore is the only country in Asia and the 
Pacific where all wastewater is treated, or 0.5 
billion m3 in 2013. (Fig 6)

In some countries in the region, however, more 
than three quarters of all wastewater produced 
is untreated, such as in Thailand (77.1 per 
cent  in 2012), Pakistan (82.1 per cent in 2011), 
Armenia (84.7 per cent in 2011), and Viet Nam 
(90.0 per cent in 2012).

6.5  Data and monitoring issues
Indicators on the proportion of the population 
using an improved drinking water source and 
with access to basic sanitation were already part 
of the MDG indicators. Hence, there is a good 
availbility of annual data on these two indicators 
for the last two decades. Disaggregation between 
urban and rural is also available.

On the contrary, data related to water withdrawal 
and use as well as wastewater generation are 
very limited. According to the FAO AQUASTAT 
Database, from 2005 to 2014 data are not 
available, for more than half of AsiaPacific 
countries, and there are a maximum of two data 
points for countries where data are available. In 
most cases, subregional aggregates cannot be 
produced. The lack of data poses a challenge to 
measuring and producing baseline reports and 
monitoring progress towards the achievement 
of the SDG targets.

Measurement challenges

The WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme 
for Water Supply and Sanitation maintains a 
database with global coverage on the use 
of improved drinking water sources and 
improved sanitation facilities.5 The Programme 
publishes regular reports on progress made, 

as reflected in water and sanitation indicators. 
However, supplementary indicators are needed 
to measure “access” to safe drinking water and 
basic sanitation in addition to the “use” of the 
services/facilities. For instance, time spent on 
getting water from improved sources which are 
not on premises is an important aspect of access 
to safe drinking water. Also, it is vital to track 
behavioural changes in sanitation practices, as 
well as to measure how hygienic the sanitation 
facilities are and how excreta are managed. 
With regard to faecal management, the World 
Bank has developed and piloted a framework 
for measuring faecal waste flows and safety 
factors in 12 countries.6 This framework could 
be used as the basis for monitoring the safe 
disposal and treatment of faecal waste.

There are still methodological challenges 
regarding the indicators measuring water 
resources, even for the commonly used 
indicators, such as total renewable water 
resources and freshwater withdrawal. The 
amount of renewable water resources is defined 
as the maximum theoretical volume of water 
available in a country, including all surface
water and groundwater resources as well as 

Figure 6
Municipal 
wastewater 
production and 
treatment, selected 
Asian and Pacific 
countries, latest years
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Endnotes

 1   Safe dirinking water is measured by the proportion of 
the population with access to improved drinking water 
sources, including household wather connection, public 
standpipe, borehole, protected dug well, protected 
spring, rainwater collection and bottled water.

 2   Basic sanitation is measured by the proportion of the 
population with access to improved sanitation, including 
flush or pourflush toilet or latrine to: piped sewerage, 
septic tank or pit latrine; a pit latrine with slab; or a 
composting toilet or latrine.

 3   The amount of freshwater withdrawal as a percentage of 
total renewable water resources.

 4     When countries withdraw more than 100 per cent 
of their renewable freshwater resources, they either 
deplete their renewable groundwater resources, 
or use fossil nonrenewable groundwater and/
or use nonconventional sources of water, such as 
desalinated water or wastewater. For additional details, 
see Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations, “Did you know…? Facts and figures about 
water withdrawal and pressure on water resources”. 
Available from http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/
didyouknow/index2.stm (accessed 16 November 2015).  

 5    WHO/UNICEF Joint Mornitoring Programme (JMP) for 
Water Supply and Sanitation. Reports are available from 
http://www.wssinfo.org.

 6  World Bank Water and Sanitation Program. Details and 
relevant publications are available from http://www.
wsp.org. 

water flows from outside the country. However, 
renewable water resources are generally not 
equal to the amount of water available for use. 
Exploitable water resources − the volume of 
surface water and groundwater that is available 
for use − provide a more accurate estimate 
of the actual amount of water resources 
available for use. Nonetheless, there is currently 
no universally agreed method to assess the 
amount of exploitable water resources, nor is 
there an agreed method to measure incoming 
flows originating from outside the country, or 
a method to account for return flows, that is, 
water withdrawn and flowing back into a river 
system after use. 

http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/didyouknow/index2.stm
http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/didyouknow/index2.stm
http://www.wssinfo.org
http://www.wsp.org
http://www.wsp.org
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