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THE INSTITUTE FOR HUMAN RIGHTS AND BUSINESS: 

 

The Institute for Human Rights and Business is an independent organisation dedicated to helping improve 

global understanding of the relationship between the private sector and issues relating to internationally 

proclaimed human rights standards. www.institutehrb.org   

 

ROUNDTABLE PARTNERS: 

 

The Roundtable on Business, Human Rights and the Right to Water was delivered in partnership with the 

United Nations Global Compact Human Rights Working Group, Realizing Rights: The Ethical Globalization 

Initiative and the International Business Leaders Forum. 

 

DISCLAIMER: 

 

The contents of this report do not necessarily represent the positions of any particular individual or 

organisation represented at the Roundtable.    

 

The Roundtable participants included representatives from business, civil society (including groups 

representing communities as well as human rights and environmental experts), socially-responsible investors, 

and national and international human rights organisations. The Institute does not claim that it had access to 

all the available expertise in the field, nor does it claim to provide in this report definitive answers or 

recommendations concerning this topic.  

 

The Institute believes that the Roundtable was the beginning of a journey to understand collectively the links 

between water and human rights, in order to advance the overall debate on this important issue. 

 

 

http://www.institutehrb.org/
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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

1.1. BUSINESS REPONSIBILITY FOR W ATER 

 
Business has three potential responsibilities concerning water: 

 

¶ as a user or consumer 

¶ as an enabler of access to water 

¶ as a provider or distributor of water 

 

Water is essential for survival, to maintain life, to remain healthy, to produce food, and to clean the 

surroundings in which human beings live.  

 

If the right to gain access to water is not realised or if impediments to the realisation of that right are in place, 

there are implications for other rights, such as the right to an adequate standard of living, and the right to be 

free from discrimination. Water also plays an important role in many cultures and faiths therefore reduced 

access to water could also violate specific cultural rights. In addition it may have implications on a range of 

civil and political rights.  

 

The human rights implications of water related concerns therefore go beyond the immediate issue of access 

to water. All actors need a deeper, more comprehensive and holistic understanding of the issues involved.   

 

On 5-6 July 2007, at the Global Compact Leaders Summit in Geneva, the UN Secretary-General and a group 

of committed business leaders officially launched The CEO Water Mandate
1
, through which they promised 

to undertake voluntary actions to manage the resource more judiciously, and take steps to focus on six areas:  

 

¶ Their direct operations; 

¶ Supply chain and watershed management; 

¶ Collective action; 

¶ Public policy; 

¶ Community engagement and; 

¶ Transparency
2
.  

 

The óMandateô accepts that water stress is expected to worsen in many parts of the world due to a range of 

natural and inevitable factors and that their operations can have direct impact on water management, and that 

business can influence positive change through their own behaviour and by requiring similar steps to be 

taken by their suppliers. 

 

Given that the human rights system in a State does not always function effectively, and the situation can 

worsen when a State cannot or does not fulfil its duties in this area, the role of business becomes directly 

relevant and important. While business does not have the legal obligation of States to protect and fulfil 

rights, under the framework put forward by the UN Special Representative for Business and Human Rights
3
 

                                                      
1 http://www.unglobalcompact.org/Issues/Environment/Water_sustainability/index.html 
2 Source UN Global Compact: Endorsers of the Mandate state that they recognize that such steps can contribute to the realization of 

the Millennium Development Goals. 
3 http://www.business-humanrights.org/Gettingstarted/UNSpecialRepresentative 
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and endorsed by the UN Human Rights Council, the baseline for all business is that it has the responsibility 

to respect human rights.  

 

This responsibility includes the responsibility to ódo no harmô to the enjoyment of human rights. Good 

conduct in one area cannot offset an abuse in another area and to discharge their responsibility to respect 

human rights requires a company to undertake due diligence to become aware of, prevent and address 

adverse human rights impact. 

 

1.2. OUTSTANDING QUESTIONS 

 

1. What is the scope of a companyôs responsibility to respect the human right to water? 

 

2. Does this responsibility extend to providing infrastructure ï or water ï to communities where it 

operates?  

 

3. If a company is a water service provider, does it extend only to its customers?  

 

4. Does business have a role, or should business have a role, in providing water to the most 

marginalised communities, who cannot or will not pay on principle? 

 

5. Does the corporate responsibility to respect human rights change when a company operates in a 

country where an overwhelmingly large proportion of the population lives below the poverty line? 

 

6. Do the responsibilities of business change if a State is unwilling or unable to provide water? 

 

7. What is the advocacy role of business? Can a company be expected to act as a champion of the 

community, and lobby the government, encouraging it to fulfil its duty to protect, regardless of 

capacity? 

 

8. What precisely should businesses be reporting in terms of water and human rights?  

 

9. What are the implications of reporting in a closed society, where the right to information is not 

respected, and where there is limited, or no, political participation?  

 

10. Is there a role for business in supporting citizens and communities to understand and demand their 

right to water be fulfilled (by state - ultimate duty bearer) 

 

11. Given the greater burden on women and girls in accessing water, is there special emphasis that 

should be placed on gender issues (particularly for service providers)? 

 

1.3. RECOMMENDED ACTIONS FOR BUSINESS   

 

1. Develop a more comprehensive understanding of how a rights-based approach can inform 

management of all water related issues.  

 

2. Use the human rights legal framework: 

¶ in considering water usage trade-offs based on cost-benefit analysis 
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¶ in planning consultations and devising stakeholder participation criteria 

¶ in identifying the types of information that can be reported,  

¶ in defining the terms and language for public policy advocacy, transparency, and disclosure, 

¶ for articulating the business case more firmly  

 

3. Be clear about the business drivers for engagement with water rights issues, e.g. concern for future 

markets, reputational risk issues, avoiding litigation, morality or ethics. 

 

4. Respect human rights as a primary responsibility and go beyond the ódo no harmô approach, e.g. 

contribute to building the capacity and willingness of governments to uphold their position as the 

primary duty bearer for protecting and fulfilling the right to water. 

 

5. Understand the óthresholdô at which the right to water becomes a material issue of interest to any 

company engaged in water use and not just a matter of water management. 

 

6. Consider what it would mean to mainstream human rights concerns as part of the companyôs 

innovative processes and management practices. 
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2. DRAFT PAPER BASED ON ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSIONS
4
  

 

This paper seeks to summarise the points of view of a group of individuals representing business, 

international organisations, and civil society who have contributed to issues pertaining to the right to water. 

The issues include:  

 

¶ The status of the right to water in the international legal context. 

¶ The relevance of addressing water from a business and human rights perspective, including the 

óbusiness caseô. 

¶ Key questions relating to challenges, opportunities and dilemmas for various actors. 

¶ Potential actions to advance the debate. 

 

2.1. CONTEXT  

 

According to the United Nations Human Rights Council, over a billion people do not have access to safe 

drinking water, and 2.5 billion people do not have access to sanitation
5
. Access to safe drinking water for all 

human beings, without discrimination, is one of the critical, central challenges facing the world. Waterôs 

importance has been noted in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
6
. The seventh goal (MDG 7) 

concerning environmental sustainability includes the target of reducing by half the proportion of people 

without sustainable access to water by the year 2015.  

 

This remains an ambitious challenge. Some estimates suggest that by 2025, more than two-thirds of the 

worldôs population (equivalent to an estimated 5.5 billion) will experience water shortage. Others point to 

nearly a third of the worldôs population today living in countries with ñsignificantò water stress, a figure 

likely to double over the next quarter century
7
.  

 

Water is essential for human survival. It is important to maintain life, for people to remain healthy, for 

farmers to produce food, and for human beings to clean the surroundings in which they live. If individuals 

cannot access water, there are implications for a wide range of human rights, such as the right to life, the 

right to health, the right to food, the right to housing, the right to an adequate standard of living, and the 

right to be free from discrimination.  

 

For example, when poor people have to travel long distances to collect water, or pay a large portion of their 

income to get water, it deprives them from using their resources ï time in the first case, money in the second 

ï to pursue other activities meaningfully. Women who must walk long distances to collect water may also 

find that their right to family life, or their right to work negatively affected. In certain contexts, they may also 

face safety and security risks, jeopardising their right to life and physical integrity.  

 

Water also plays an important role in many cultures and faiths as well, and reduced access to water also 

violates specific cultural rights. Furthermore, if a government awards contracts to supply water to any entity 

or agency ï state-owned or non-state - in a non-transparent manner, and without prior consultation with the 

                                                      
4
 The Institute for Human Rights and Business convened the first of several round-tables in Washington, D.C. in September 2008 to 

explore the issue of water and human rights and the role of the private sector. It was agreed and understood at the outset that the topic 

is vast, complex, and affects or involves a wide range of industries, and it cannot be dealt with adequately in one session alone. 
5 Resolution 7/22. Human Rights and Access to Safe Drinking Water and Sanitation; Human Rights council, March 2008.  
6 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/ 
7 Stockholm Environment Institute, 1997, Comprehensive Assessment of Freshwater Resources of the World. 
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affected communities, that may have implications for the right to participate in political process, as well as 

the right to seek, receive, and impart information.  

 

There are other implications, for civil and political rights: Should an individual or a group wish to protest 

against the award of a contract, or raise concerns over inadequate water supply by a state or private provider, 

and are prevented from peaceful demonstration by security forces, this too has implications on a range of 

civil and political rights, in that it restricts their right to demonstrate peacefully, and express their opinions 

freely.  

 

The human rights implications of water therefore go beyond the immediate issue of access to water. All 

actors can benefit from a deeper, more comprehensive and holistic understanding of the human rights 

dimensions of the water issue.   

 

In recent years the United Nations has increased attention on water from the perspective of the human rights 

legal framework. International law requires states to ensure access to sufficient safe water for drinking, 

sanitation and health. Human rights law also requires that no one should be discriminated against in 

accessing water because of their inability to pay.  

 

Given that the human rights system in a state does not always function effectively, and the situation can 

worsen when a state cannot or does not fulfil its duties in this area, the role of business becomes directly 

relevant and important. In many countries where States have failed to ensure equitable access to water for all, 

the poor have to get water from private sources, often paying 10 or 12 times what the rich would pay for the 

same quantity of water. 

 

While business does not have the legal obligation of States to protect and fulfil rights, under the framework 

put forward by Professor John Ruggie, UN Special Representative for Business and Human Rights and 

endorsed by the UN Human Rights Council, the baseline for all business is that it has the responsibility to 

respect human rights.  

 

This responsibility includes the responsibility to ódo no harmô to the enjoyment of human rights. It is also 

understood that good conduct in one area does not offset an abuse in another area. In order to discharge its 

responsibility to respect human rights companies need to undertake due diligence to examines their impacts 

on the full range of relevant human rights and to take appropriate action to mitigate any negative impacts..  

 

Businesses have a clear responsibility to respect human rights. In order for business to translate its 

aspirational goals into practical steps it should identify barriers which need to be overcome, in order to fulfil 

its responsibilities. It is important for business to map the terrain, to demonstrate the extent to which rights, 

including access to water, are not being respected, and where possible, business can contribute to their 

fulfilment, and test prevailing assumptions.  

 

Human rights groups do not view economic and social rights from a cost-benefit perspective, although that 

approach is familiar to businesses. In matters of life, health, and basic comforts, for the human rights 

community, it is antithetical (as well as contrary to human rights law) to make such trade-offs on financial 

considerations.  

 

Some civil society groups feel that business should have a role in the policy debate regarding human rights 

and water. They feel that business needs to be clearer in setting benchmarks and standards for their own 
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efficiency and transparency on water issues. The involvement of Socially-Responsible Investors (SRIs) has 

provided added weight to the moral and ethical case for an equitable distribution of water. SRIs have focused 

on equity and affordability of water, and they maintain that business should make demonstrable 

commitments to areas of stakeholder engagement and on environmental concerns related to water. Some 

environmental experts say ecosystem integrity is a prerequisite for ensuring the sustainable application of the 

human right to water. They say short to medium term oriented water use priorities should include the 

environmental requirements for water. 

 

National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) have a major role to play in making human rights practical and 

realisable on the ground. In developing countries, the human rights debate is enmeshed in other dialogues 

about poverty alleviation and sustainable development. NHRIs often receive complaints, and many deal with 

water-related issues, but they find the issue to be complex and often bundled with other challenges such as 

land ownership. Many NHRIs have the tools to deal with such problems, but are overwhelmed by the 

magnitude of issues involved. Access to water is an important issue, but NHRIs have to balance the conflict 

of interest between, for example, for example, a value creating industry that needs water, and domestic use. 

 

The dilemma for governments is balancing the right to water with other rights including work and adequate 

standard of living. Existing legal frameworks need development and implementation. It was observed during 

the Roundtable discussion that the law de-contextualises the issue and does not help to solve it.  

 

Some businesses have recognised the right to water before governments and some businesses view the crisis 

over water as an opportunity, and prefer a solutions-based approach. Competing uses of water ï for domestic 

use and agricultural use, as an example ï has not been explored adequately. Other areas, such as water used 

for cooling and processing require more research for example in the field of water recycling. Technology-

oriented companies should innovate more efficient ways of using water. 

 

Businesses increasingly agree that they should report on their water use, perhaps using carbon footprint 

terminology and mechanisms. But it has been pointed out that focusing on water use efficiency may not 

address the full range of important considerations when taking a rights-based approach to water.  

 

The rights-based approach enables companies to view their community dialogues and interactions, their 

government relations, and their social license to operate within the context of water ï in addition to the more 

technical aspects of water use.  

 

Companies may find the human rights framework useful in planning consultations and devising stakeholder 

criteria and engagement on the issue of water. Businesses can identify the types of information that can be 

reported, define terms and language for public policy, advocacy, transparency, and disclosure, initiate 

dialogues with stakeholders, articulate the business case more firmly, present case studies of models that 

have worked, develop policy frameworks, and reveal fees paid or revenues generated for the state, or shared 

with the state, where appropriate. This may also lead to clearer views and coalitions on the evolving 

discussion of the pricing of water and the role of the state in managing water as a scarce resource. 

 

The following sections of this paper explore the current debate and the areas where greater understanding 

would be beneficial, with particular focus on the role of business, while acknowledging that the notion of 

ñthe right to waterò and the international law in this regard, are still evolving and developing. 
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2.2. THE NATURE OF THE BUSINESS CASE  

 

The role of business in the context of water has been controversial. The relationship a company has with 

water is complex, and can be divided in three different categories: 

 

¶ Companies as service-providers (e.g. water utilities). 

¶ Companies as users of water (This applies to almost all industries, however businesses producing 

water-based products or who use water intensively, such as silicon chip manufacturers, oil industry, 

beverage companies, or food- and feed processing industries, will face greater public scrutiny) 

¶ Companies as enablers of access to water (e.g. manufacturers of water and wastewater treatment 

equipment) 

  

The criticism of the role that companies play arises from two sources. First is a principled objection to the 

role of private companies in providing public goods. The second is over the way in which a company 

behaves in the marketplace.  

 

In the first category, the objections are: a) companies should not be in the business of providing water, and; 

(b) they should not use disproportionate amount of water for their own consumption.  

 

In the second category, the criticism is about the amount being charged, or paid.  

 

So critics of companies argue that service providers should charge little, or nothing, and not make profit 

while performing an essential service; and companies that make huge demands on water supply for their 

industrial purposes, should bear disproportionate burden of costs. Recent campaigns by civil society groups 

and anti-privatisation activists in Bolivia, South Africa, the Philippines and India have targeted companies 

including water supply utilities and soft drinks manufacturers, in this regard.  

 

Many businesses are aware of their responsibilities concerning water. CEOs who have recently signed the 

UN Global Compact CEO Water Mandate, through which they promise to undertake voluntary actions to 

manage the resource more judiciously, have pledged to take steps in six areas:  

 

¶ Their direct operations; 

¶ Supply chain and watershed management; 

¶ Collective action; 

¶ Public policy; 

¶ Community engagement and; 

¶ Transparency.  

 

They agree that water stress is expected to worsen in many parts of the world due to a range of natural and 

inevitable factors. The business leaders accept that their operations can have direct impact on water 

management, and that they can influence positive change through their own behaviour and by requiring 

similar steps to be undertaken by their suppliers.  

 

While the CEO Water Mandate calls upon companies to have ña responsibility to make water-resource 

management a priority,ò it does not explain water use in human rights terms, an issue that has been 

controversial.  
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Some companies do take the position that water is a human right. Aquafed, a global alliance of private water 

operators recognises water as a human right. As this report sets out later, international law has been 

ambiguous in its affirmation of water as a human right in terms of hard law. So although the progressive 

stance shown by some companies is welcome, it is not a sufficient condition to ensure access to water for 

everybody. As the Institute for Human Rights and Business explores these issues further, this is an area that 

requires additional study, including understanding the rationale and motivations of companies that have 

taken this position.  

 

The discussion facilitated by the Institute grappled with the fundamental question of whether the 

responsibilities of companies concerning water (whether as providers, users, or enablers) be formally 

codified or whether companies should voluntarily define what they feel are their water-related 

responsibilities.   

 

There is a view which holds that water is part of the global commons and should therefore be seen as a 

public good and its distribution and allocation must be undertaken bearing in mind the public interest. 

Extension of that view also means that the state, or its agents, should own the mechanism through which 

water is distributed and allocated. Given its importance to human life, some advocates assert that water 

should always be available free of cost. ñIs water a basic human right, an essential guaranteed every human 

being, or is it to be treated as an economic good available only to those who can afford to pay?ò This 

question is posed in one NGO submission recently discussed by the UN Human Rights Council
8
.   

 

Other views, including those of some economists and academics, acknowledge that water can be a scarce 

commodity in particular areas, and suggests that being a commodity, it should be priced to minimise and 

prevent waste. Some advocates believe that some states have failed to provide water to all communities, 

particularly to the poor and to marginalized groups. They argue that no restriction should be placed on the 

private sectorôs role in water provision, provided that the business that distributes water operates under the 

principle of universal service obligation, and that it distributes water in a non-discriminatory manner, and the 

state regulates to ensure that key public goals are met, including the protection of the range of human rights 

affected through the use of water.  

 

Farmers, as water users, have protested companies drawing water from rural aquifers, claiming they are 

drawing away water, as in India recently. Those advocating pricing mechanisms acknowledge the need for 

cross-subsidisation, to ensure that no one is deprived the basic minimum individuals need to live a life with 

dignity. Civil society water experts believe that the World Health Organisation floor level advisory of 20 

litres per person per day is not adequate
9
, and a more liberal allowance is needed, to include all activities 

necessary for a life lived with dignity such bathing, cleaning, personal hygiene, washing, and so on.  

 

This can be a polarising debate, with strongly-held views which go to the heart of the dilemmas facing the 

realisation of economic, social and cultural rights. What are the core minimum obligations of states with 

respect to these rights and what does progressive realisation of rights mean in practice? Whose responsibility 

is it to ensure access to water particularly in areas where the state is not willing or able, to play its role? What 

do companies do if a State does not deal with users competing for access ï domestic users, agriculture, and 

industry? Do companies ï providers, enablers, users ï operate in a fair way? Do these users have similar 

responsibilities?  

                                                      
8 See In the matter of the United Nations Human Rights Council Decision 2/104: Human Rights and Access to Water. Preliminary 

Submissions of the Council of Canadians Blue Planet Project.  
9 The specified quantity (20 litres per day per capita) is at best a very level short term (almost emergency) measure and there is a 

need to recognize the need to move above this level to be consistent with the other UN goals such as the MDGs. 
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There are no clear answers to these complex questions. Public criticism of companies has been raised in the 

case of water privatisation in South Africa, and public protests have led to some contracts being renegotiated 

or cancelled, such as in the Bolivian city of Cochabamba and the Philippine capital, Manila. In Europe, water 

supply companies have contractual obligation to meet universal service obligations. South Africa requires a 

certain minimum volume to be made available on a daily basis to every individual.
10

   

 

Many businesses are aware of their responsibilities concerning water and the CEO Water Mandate 

signatories have demonstrated this. It is possible to build a case for corporate responsibility based on the 

normative notions of morality, ethics, fairness, and non-discrimination. But without legal backing, the 

commitments do not become concrete. While moral and ethical notions can help clarify, and indeed guide 

many companies towards best-practices, they do not address the central problem of lack of access to all.  

 

2.3. THE INTERNATIONAL LEGAL  CONTEXT AND THE RELEVANCE OF HUMAN RIGHTS  

 

The UN General Assembly has not adopted any treaty or resolution focusing exclusively on the right to 

water, although the right is explicitly recognised in some international treaties.  

 

According to the United Nationsô High Commissioner for Human Rights, ñinternational human rights law 

entails clear obligations in relation to access to safe drinking water.ò
11

 The UN Human Rights Council 

adopted a decision (in Nov 2006) and a resolution (in Sept 2007) regarding human rights and equitable 

access to safe drinking water and sanitation. In March 2008, the Human Rights Council by its resolution 

7/22, decided to appoint an Independent Expert on the issue of human rights obligations related to access to 

safe drinking water and sanitation. At its September 2008 session, the Human Rights Council appointed 

Portuguese lawyer Catarina de Albuquerque as Independent Expert, for a period of three years. She took up 

her functions
12

 on 1 November 2008.  

 

                                                      
 
11 Paragraph 47, Report of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights on the scope and content of the relevant human 

rights obligations related to equitable access to safe drinking water and sanitation under international human rights instruments, 16 

August 2007,  http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G07/136/55/PDF/G0713655.pdf?OpenElement    
12 The Independent Expert is tasked with the following: (a) To develop a dialogue with Governments, the relevant United Nations 

bodies, the private sector, local authorities, national human rights institutions, civil society organizations and academic institutions, to 

identify, promote and exchange views on best practices related to access to safe drinking water and sanitation, and, in that regard, to 

prepare a compendium of best practices; (b) To advance the work by undertaking a study, in cooperation with and reflecting the 

views of Governments and relevant United Nations bodies, and in further cooperation with the private sector, local authorities, 

national human rights institutions, civil society organizations and academic institutions, on the further clarification of the content of 

human rights obligations, including non-discrimination obligations, in relation to access to safe drinking water and sanitation; 

(c) To make recommendations that could help the realization of the Millennium Development Goals, in particular of Goal 7; 

(d) To apply a gender perspective, including through the identification of gender-specific vulnerabilities; and,  

(e) To work in close coordination, while avoiding unnecessary duplication, with other special procedures and subsidiary organs of the 

Council, relevant United Nations bodies and the treaty bodies, and taking into account the views of other stakeholders, including 

relevant regional human rights mechanisms, national human rights institutions, civil society organizations and academic institutions.  

Under international law, the primary obligation to protect human rights rests with the State. Businesses 

that use, or provide, water, have specific contractual obligations. They also have the responsibility to 

respect human rights, which may extend to higher levels of responsibility in specific contexts. With 

various UN bodies having expressed the view that has begun to define the notion of the right to have 

access to water, companies have the responsibility to act with due diligence, to respect the right, and to 

conduct operations in ways that do not interfere with the Stateôs obligation to protect the right. Taking the 

rights-based approach to water could be the key building block of such an approach.  

http://daccessdds.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G07/136/55/PDF/G0713655.pdf?OpenElement


12 

Under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), the Committee on 

Economic, Social and Cultural Rights is mandated to monitor Member Statesô implementation of their 

obligations under the Covenant. In 2002, the Committee issued its General Comment 15 regarding Art.11 

(adequate standard of living) and 12 (health) of the ICESCR.
13

  

 

It affirms that: ñThe human right to water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable, physically 

accessible and affordable water for personal and domestic uses.ò  

 

The Comment added that the right to water ócontains both freedoms and entitlementsô ï freedoms include the 

right to maintain access and freedom from contamination, and entitlements include the right to a system that 

provides equal opportunities for enjoyment of the right to water. There have been further subsequent 

analyses and studies.  

 

2.4. KEY HUMAN RIGHTS QUESTIONS &  INITIAL OBSERVATIONS CONCERNING 

CHALLENGES , DILEMMAS & OPPORTUNITIES  

 

2.4.1. Sufficiency and Accessibility 

 

1. How does a company operationalise the principle of ódo no harmô ï and due diligence standards ï 

in the context of access to water? 

 

2. What is the nature of the conflict between the generally-accepted meaning of ñminimumò or 

ñadequateò provision of water for personal use, and the setting of this as a standard? Is that 

standard sufficient or too low? 

 

3. Is ñaccessibilityò an absolute right? Under what circumstances should people be expected to go to 

the source of water, instead of piped water reaching each home (particularly in the context of 

rural and remote communities, or in desert regions)? 

 

4. How far does the so-called óbottom of the pyramidô approach take a company in fulfilling its 

responsibilities concerning the right to water?  

 

                                                      
13 The Committee publishes its interpretation of the treaty provisions in the form of General Comments. General Comments are 

considered by most States and organisations to provide authoritative guidance on the interpretation of thematic issues arising from 

the Covenant, though they are not legally binding on States.  

In spite of these developments at the international level, it is beyond dispute that a large proportion of the 

population does not have access to clean water and sanitation. Either due to inability or unwillingness, the 

State is not playing its role. While businesses have played some role, they lack the legitimacy, capacity, 

expertise and mandate to address the issue.  

 

It is imperative that government, business and civil society find common ground and take immediate and 

collective action to meet the needs of the world's most vulnerable to water and thereby help realise the 

right. The shared view of the participants was that business should operate on the basis that access to safe 

drinking water and sanitation is a human right and work from the terminology and definition offered by 

the United Nations - regardless of whether the right itself has been sufficiently codified in international 

human rights law. 
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5. Does business have a role, or should business have a role, in providing water to the most 

marginalised communities, which cannot, or will not pay on principle? What is a business to do in 

a country where an overwhelmingly large proportion of the population lives below the poverty 

line? How do companies square the framework put forward by the Special Representative on 

Business and Human Rights ï which suggests that corporate responsibility to respect rights exists 

independent of a stateôs fulfilment of its obligations, with the stateôs failure to do so?  

 

6. Can a company discriminate between customers and non-customers?   

 

2.4.2. Market -Based Solutions and Business Trade-Offs 

 

1. One cornerstone of the debate regarding the right to access water is the premise that domestic use 

should get priority over all other uses. How should a company operate given that premise 

particularly as it could act as a constraint for some businesses (e.g. agriculture)? Can pricing be the 

way to ensure that water gets distributed to those who need it more? 

 

2. If water is diverted from agriculture use to domestic use, there may be implications for food 

production. Could this undermine the right to food? 

 

3. It is apparent that businesses have to make trade-offs between various ways in which they use 

water. Does the human rights framework help when businesses make such trade-offs based on 

cost-benefit analyses? How do such trade-offs interact with the principles of indivisibility, 

interdependence, interconnectedness, and universality of human rights? 

 

2.4.3. Transparency and Disclosure 

 

1. The CEO Water Mandate agrees that reporting water (usage) practices is desirable, and may delist 

companies that fail to communicate
14

. What, if anything, should businesses be reporting in terms 

of water and human rights? Should companies disclose the amount of water they need, besides the 

amount they use or purify or recycle?  

 

2. What are the implications of reporting in a closed society, where the right to information is not 

respected, and where there is limited, or no, political participation? 

 

2.4.4. Guiding Principles and Decision-Making 

 

1. What is the driving force behind the CEO Water Mandate, (which specifically does not refer to 

any international resolutions, decisions, or statements regarding human rights and water, including 

the General Comment 15)? 

 

2. Is the CEO Water Mandate right in its approach to business and water? If so, does it mean that 

human rights do not represent the essential framework to clarify businessô relationship with and 

obligations regarding water? And how does the rights discourse inform the process?  

 

                                                      
14 Source UN Global Compact - In October 2008 the initiative adopted a comprehensive disclosure policy that includes a delisting 

policy for failure to communicate. 
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3. What is the normative basis under which business operates? Is it concern for future markets? 

Reputational issues? Is it to avoid litigation? Is it driven by morality or ethics? Whose ethics and 

morality? Do international human rights instruments provide a framework which is more 

inclusive?  

 

4. Can there be a human rights equivalent of approaches which mainstream environmental concerns 

as part of innovative processes and management practices?  

 

2.4.5. Dispute Avoidance and Settlement 

 

1. National Human Rights Institutions/Commissions often lack the capacity to address all issues and 

all rights. They also do not have access to expertise to resolve complex issues, particularly 

concerning economic, social and cultural rights. Is it possible to create effective dispute settlement 

mechanisms to address the gap? Are there other ways in which disputes can be avoided and 

settled, without undermining rights? 

 

2. Access to remedies is the third element of the policy framework put forward by the Special 

Representative on Business and Human Rights and endorsed by the UN Human Rights Council. Is 

it possible to develop grievance mechanisms based on the principles enumerated in the Special 

Representativeôs most recent report, by making corporate grievance mechanisms drawn from those 

principles?  

 

2.4.6. Social Licence to Operate and Public Policy 

 

1. Disputes with communities over the use of water often places business as an adversary of 

communities. How can a business retain or re-establish its social license to operate in such a 

context? 

 

2. What is the advocacy role of business? Can or should a business act as a champion of the 

communities which are connected to its operations and lobby the government, encouraging it to 

fulfil its duty to protect? 

 

3. Should business lobby for greater recognition of the right to water? 

 

2.5. NEXT STEPS 

 

Businesses continue to seek guidance on best practices related to taking a rights-based approach to water. 

Such practices would help to:   

 

¶ identify opportunities and reputational risk 

¶ identify priority areas for reporting and transparency 

¶ define right to water and/or a rights-based approach 

¶ identify opportunities for participation in public policy and/or advocacy 
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3. POTENTIAL ACTIONS  THE INSTITUTE  FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

AND BUSINESS COULD TAKE TO ADVANCE THE DEBATE  

 

Based on the discussions, and after setting out the questions and dilemmas, the group felt further and 

continued dialogue was required to clarify the issues involved in this important and complex debate. In this 

regard: 

 

¶ The Institute should work with this group and additional stakeholders to help develop a fuller 

understanding of how a rights-based approach can inform management of all water related issues. 

This understanding would better define what it would mean for a business to go beyond a ódo no 

harmô approach while also building or influencing the capacity and willingness of governments to 

uphold their position as the primary duty bearer for protecting and fulfilling the right to water. 

 

¶ The Institute should hold further dialogues on this topic that bring in a wider range of relevant 

experts from across the sectors who could not be part of the first roundtable.  

 

¶ The analysis should demonstrate more clearly the link between human rights and 

development/growth agendas including the MDGs. 

 

¶ The conclusions should recognise and articulate the views of many communities where water has a 

sacred and spiritual role in their lives.   

 

¶ The Institute should work with other organisations to develop a clear set of guidelines that would 

assist companies who are seeking to take a rights-based approach to water, by identifying how to 

define water-related impacts, how to engage with communities on water, and how to address the 

unique dilemmas that may arise around this issue. 

 

¶ The Institute should consider developing a ñRed Flagsò15
 type list of ómust dosô for business when 

operating in countries experiencing water stress. 

 

¶ The Institute should encourage and participate in the review of all existing business case studies on 

water and draw out the human rights elements for the purpose of developing a template for 

business case studies on human rights and water which identifies best practices and practices to 

avoid.  

 

¶ The Institute should encourage and participate in creating learning resources - Case Studies, 

Guidance Notes, and a compelling Business Case.   

 

¶ The Institute should encourage other organisations to develop a suggested reporting framework for 

business on water which includes rights-based approaches.  

 

¶ The Institute should consider participating in or supporting research to investigate the extent to 

which the óExtractive Industry Code of Conductô or óPublish What You Payô represent possible 

                                                      
15

 óRed Flagsô is an initiative that seeks to alert companies to the liability risks they face when operating in zones where serious 

human rights abuses occur. http://www.redflags.info/  

http://www.redflags.info/
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models for the water sector with regard to transparency and reporting, and for those considering 

issues of water governance.  

 

¶ The Institute should engage with and inform the debate within the CEO Water Mandate and other 

similar initiatives, and contribute to the discussions on water management and use.  
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APPENDIX I:  THE DEFINITION OF THE RIGHT TO WATER  

 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rightsô statement in relation to the right to 

water stresses a number of key factors: sufficiency, accessibility, safety, acceptability, and affordability.  

 

Sufficient water: water supply for each person should be sufficient for personal and domestic uses. At an 

absolute minimum, everyone should have access to at least 20 litres per day. Experts say that this standard is 

developed for extreme situations such as natural disasters, and should not be confused with creating an upper 

limit.  

 

Accessible water: access should be within or in close proximity to the home, in a way that ensures regular 

water access and prevents excessive collection time. Physical security of individuals should not be threatened 

while accessing water facilities and services. Securing access to safe drinking water in rural areas might 

require safeguarding access by domestic users to traditional water sources and protecting these from 

unsustainable extraction.  

 

Safe and acceptable water: water for personal and domestic uses should be of good quality, therefore free 

from any substance constituting a threat to a personôs health, and culturally acceptable. The implication is 

that pollution of water sources is therefore strictly prohibited.  

 

Affordable water: affordability requires that direct and indirect costs related to water should not prevent a 

person from accessing safe drinking water and should not compromise his or her access to other basic 

services, including food, health and education. These costs include both connection and delivery costs.  
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APPENDIX II: IMPLICATIONS FOR BUSINESS  

 

Implications of the right to water for industrial water users  

 

The right to water requires that States give priority in water distribution and management to water for 

personal and domestic uses. This prioritization has implications for water management and may require 

specific systems to manage competing demands.  

 

Industrial bodies (including both private corporations and State owned enterprises) are often major 

consumers of water. It is predicted that in 2025, industry, rather than agriculture, will account for most of the 

projected increase in water use. As a result, industries may substantially affect the enjoyment of the right to 

water if their water use curtails access to safe-drinking water for personal and domestic uses, either through 

over-abstraction or pollution of water sources.  

 

Building on the significant commitment to action contained in the CEO Water Mandate, it is recommended 

that industrial water users endeavour to ensure their activities have a favourable impact on the right to water. 

As such, corporations should:  

 

Abide by national laws or comply with regulations giving priority to water for personal and domestic uses in 

water management: in those countries where priority in water management is given to water for personal and 

domestic uses, industries should abide by relevant laws, regulations and policies.  

 

Ensure efficient use of water: in many countries where industry needs water, governments have either not 

prioritised access to safe-drinking water for personal and domestic use over other uses; or not integrated the 

right to water in their legislation and policies; or not set an adequate balance between allowing sufficient 

water for industry and conserving water resources. Industrial users can therefore take the lead in the efficient 

use of water in order to ensure that their activities do not undermine local populationsô access to safe-

drinking water.  

 

Ensure environmentally responsible waste disposal: industrial users can ensure that waste-water and 

industrial by-products are treated to minimise their impact on the environment and pollution of water 

sources. Where national standards are not in place or insufficient, industrial users may have recourse to 

international guidelines, notably the WHO Guidelines for the safe use of wastewater, excreta and grey water.  

 

Consider issues related to the right to water when taking decisions about facility-setting: industries are 

encouraged to conduct a prior impact assessment before setting-up a facility in order to consider its potential 

impact on access to safe-drinking water by local communities, with a focus on marginalized and vulnerable 

groups and ensuring access to information, as well as genuine communitiesô participation.  

 

Work with national, regional and local governments and other stakeholders to ensure that priority in water 

management is given to water for personal and domestic uses for all: industries should work with the 

authorities and other stakeholders in order to ensure that water management prioritises access to safe-

drinking water for personal and domestic uses, in line with the international human rights framework.  
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Implications for private water providers  

 

The human rights framework does not establish a pricing policy or require a particular form ownership of 

service delivery. While remaining neutral as to the way in which water services are provided, the human 

rights framework nonetheless requires States to regulate and monitor private water providers and ensure that 

the private provision of water does not compromise equal, affordable and physically accessible water of a 

good quality. In particular, States must establish an effective regulatory system which includes independent 

monitoring, participation, and imposition of penalties in case of non-compliance. An implicit dimension of 

this duty to regulate is that privatization of water services should take place in conjunction with an effective 

regulatory framework. Building on the significant commitment to action contained in the CEO Water 

Mandate, it is recommended that private water providers:  

 

Abide by the national regulatory framework for the provision of safe-drinking water: private water providers 

should abide by all laws, regulations, targets and benchmarks applicable to them in this regard. Several 

private water providers have recognized the right to water.  

 

Extend services to marginalized and vulnerable areas and groups: private water providers can contribute to 

the respect and promotion of the right to water by ensuring that prioritization in the extension of water and 

sanitation networks is given to those who do not have access, including within informal settlements and to 

other marginalized, excluded and vulnerable areas or groups.  

 

Ensure affordability of water services: private water providers can contribute to the enjoyment of the right to 

water by ensuring the affordability of their water services (connection and delivery costs) and by 

guaranteeing that cost-recovery objectives do not become a barrier to access to safe drinking water by poor 

people. Private water providers can contribute to ensuring affordability of water services notably by:  

 

Regularly monitoring the price of water services and ensure their affordability and accessibility for 

the poorest and most vulnerable sectors of society;  

 

Ensuring that access to essential services is based on the fundamental principle of non-discrimination 

in its broadest, inclusive sense, which means no community, ethnic group, constituencies supporting 

opposition parties, religious, linguistic, or any other group, or any other section of the population 

(such as disabled, or those distinct because of gender or sexuality) is excluded.  

 

Establishing flexible payment terms, such as phased connection charges, removal of requirements 

for deposits or grace periods.  

 

Prevent arbitrary disconnections from water services: private water providers can contribute to respect for 

the enjoyment of the right to water by integrating considerations related to the ability to pay into 

disconnection policies and ensuring that where disconnections are carried out, they do not lead to the denial 

of the minimum amount of water considered essential for personal and domestic uses.  

 

Ensure communitiesô access to information and participation in decision-making processes: private water 

providers are encouraged to ensure communitiesô access to information and participation in planning and 

decision-making processes impacting on their access to safe-drinking water. 
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APPENDIX III: RIGHTS -BASED APPROACH FOR BUSINESS TO 

WATER ISSUES 
 

Some of the key aspects of taking a rights-based approach to access to water and sanitation are: 

 

¶ The fundamental principle of non-discrimination should be upheld.  

¶ Policies concerning access to water should be in line with the full range of rights contained in the 

International Bill of Human Rights and recognise their inter-related and inter-dependent nature.  

¶ Governments have the primary responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil the right to water and to 

ensure that the right is not restricted, deprived, or abused by any actor in society, including 

business. The primary obligation of Government to protect and fulfil the right should not be 

undermined.  

¶ Business has the responsibility to respect the right to water and all other related human rights, 

based on an understanding of due diligence which includes preventive and proactive measures.  

¶ The approach taken to all issues of water management and use should also conform to a set of 

underlying principles such as transparency, accountability, inclusion, dignity, fundamental 

freedoms and non-discrimination. There should be adequate safety net for those who cannot access 

the service, and that all beneficiaries, particularly the vulnerable ones, are consulted in a free and 

fair manner, respecting and securing their right to participate.  

¶ Accountability mechanisms are important and victims should be able to seek effective redress and 

adequate remedies.  

 


