WATER
INCLUSION
Effective and socially inclusive water supply policies are crucial for sustainable development and water management.
Making water and sanitation accessible and affordable is not only a matter of smart economy, smart technology and
good water governance, but it is also a human right.
According to the United Nations Economic Committee for Europe (UNECE) and World Health Organisation (WHO), 12 per
cent of the population, some 110 million people, in the pan-European region are still without access to safe drinking water.1
Vulnerable and marginalised groups such as elderly, disabled and sick people, poor people living in a detached countryside, single mothers and their children, national minorities and people without fixed homes are particularly affected
by the lack of improved water resources. There is very little information available about access to safe drinking water and
sanitation for socially excluded (marginalised and vulnerable) communities in Europe. Roma are significantly represented
among many European marginalised communities and their lives often combines several of these grounds of social vulnerability. They also considered the most socially excluded group in Europe and therefore they also experience disproportionate difficulties in accessing water and sanitation as “water and sanitation for vulnerable and marginalized groups is
often a social exclusion issue, not just a water issue” (UNECE).
Rather than focusing exclusively on the situation in Europe’s most water-scarce regions, the exhibition invites the viewers
to recalibrate the perspective towards issues of social exclusion, which can influence the water and sanitation supply even
in regions with sufficient water resources such as Hungary.
Access to water was for the first time recognised as a right during the first UN Water Conference2 held in 1977. In 1993,
the UN designated March 22 as the first World Water Day. In 1999, the UNECE adopted the Protocol on Water and Health,
which was “the first international agreement of its kind adopted specifically to attain an adequate supply of safe drinking
water and adequate sanitation for everyone, and effectively protect water used as a source of drinking water.” Finally,
in 2010, following almost 40 years of high-level negotiations and discussions, the UN General Assembly’s Resolution3
formally established access to safe drinking water and sanitation as a human right and opened the door for UN
Committees to scrutinise and penalise countries denying clean water to their people.
The European Union (EU) adopted two water-related Directives, the “Drinking Water Directive” (1998)4 and the “Water Framework Directive” (2000)5 , which outline related obligations for all member states. Both of these Directives however
are predominantly concerned with the quality of water and do not directly deal with access and affordability of drinking water.
What does it mean to consider access to drinking water and sanitation a human right?
The UN Human Rights Council has pointed out five criteria in this regard water should be:
-

available;
safe;
acceptable;
accessible;
affordable.

Water should be available in sufficient quantities for personal and domestic needs. The World Health Organisation (WHO)
estimates that 100 litres per person per day meets all needs, while 15 litres is an absolute minimum. This minimal
amount however already raises health concerns. Hungarian legislation states 40 litres per person per day as the minimum amount of water to satisfy personal and domestic needs. The water should be safe from any micro-organisms,
chemical substances and radiological hazards that constitute a threat to a person's health. Finally, water costs should
not exceed 3 per cent of household income.6,7
Despite being established as an enforceable human right for all within the UN policies, many EU states still do not comply
and do not provide adequate access to water as a matter of individual rights. The EC has so far been hesitant to take steps
in the face of such non-compliance and violations. Some EU citizens have meanwhile turned to the European Court
of Human Rights (ECtHR) to claim their human right to water.8
Critics also argued that UN Millennium Development Goals (MDG) - among them the access to water and sanitation have not been substantially matched with the language of rights and justice. With MDGs specific focus on developing
world, the records of European countries in providing access to water and sanitation were ignored. Although reconfirmed
among the new UN Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) up to 2030, and the SDG objectives being expanded to all UN
countries, the access to water as a matter of rights and justice is yet to be substantially pursued.
The UNECE identified three critical factors for ensuring equitable acces to water and sanitation for all:
- reducing geographical disparities;
- overcoming the barriers faced by vulnerable and marginalized groups;
- addressing affordability concerns.9

ACCESS TO WATER
ACCORDING TO UN HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL “ON THE
RIGHT TRACK” (2012) THE RIGHT TO WATER INCLUDES
THE FOLLOWING COMPONENTS:
Quality

Accessibility

Affordability

Water should be of an acceptable colour,
odour and taste for each personal or domestic
use.The water required for each personal or
domestic use must be safe, therefore free
from micro-organisms, chemical substances
and radiological hazards that constitute
a threat to a person's health.

Water and sanitation services must be easily
accessible to all, including children, the elderly
and people with disabilities, in or near the
household, workplace and in all other spheres
of their lives, in order to be of maximum benefit
in terms of health, safety and dignity (particularly sanitation). This also sets a requirement that
people do not have to queue or wait excessively
to access water and sanitation services.
The water supply for each person must b e sufficient and continuous for personal and domestic
uses. These uses ordinarily include drinking,
personal sanitation, washing of clothes, food
preparation, personal and household hygiene.

Water, water facilities and services,
must be affordable for all. The United
Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) suggests that water costs
should not exceed 3 per cent of
household income.

SELECTED SOCIAL EXCLUSION FACTORS
Ethnicity and
national minority
Lack of access to water and sanitation
is often associated with ethnic disparities.
In Europe, Roma are considered the most
excluded ethnic minority group. The qualified estimates claim that Europe is home
to 10-12 million Roma. 10 Authoritative
research has demonstrated that a large
proportion of Romani households across
the continent do not have access to clean
drinking water and sanitation:
Romania 72%,
Moldova 60%,
Slovakia 35%,
Hungary 30%,
and Albania 30%. 11

Gender

When public water supply is not available
in households the burden to secure water
falls disproportionately on women and girls.
They are usually responsible for fetching
water from the nearest water supply and
providing it for the family. Women have also
a larger utility water intake as it is most
often them who are responsible for washing, cooking, cleaning and hygiene of their
children. Water is an essential nutrient and
its inadequate water intakes have severely
negative consequences on women’s health,
especially when pregnant.

Socio-economic status
Individual socio-economic status is affected and
determined by employment (type and stability),
income, savings, and education levels. 12
Poor people with low socio-economic status
often cannot afford to connect their homes with
public water-service pipes, which can cost
several hundreds of euros. They also often
face water-cuts as they have hard time paying
regular water charges, even if the water supply
infrastructure was otherwise available in their
neighbourhoods. Many such low-income households only enjoy access to water thanks to state
support, solidarity funds and private donations.

Type of residence
(urban/rural, formal/informal)
It is a general rule with public water distribution that the more
distant the household is situated from the water source, the
more the residents have to pay for water supply. Therefore
the water supply is more expensive, often significantly more
in distant rural areas. Furthermore, if the houses were built
on land with unclear ownership, or there are problems with
the construction permits, the local authorities generally
refuse to connect them to the public water system.
The authorities justify this by pointing out that domestic law
prevents building water and sewerage system infrastructure
in these neighbourhoods.

SELECTED
CASE STUDIES
ON SOCIAL EXCLUSION
AND WATER ACCESS IN HUNGARY

Hungary has one of the largest connection rate to the drinking water system in the region as 95% of the total
population is reported to use centralised public water supply and only 5% is lacking access. 13 Public water
systems in Hungary meet quality standards and they are known for a high rate of advanced wastewater
treatment as well. Although the majority of the water service companies are in public hands, due to high level
of services provided, over 50% of the population pays more than 3% of the household income for sanitation
services, while the poorest ten percent pays 8.6% of their monthly income. 14 There is an existing price leveling
system between service companies in different geographic locations of the country, but this system lacks a consideration of socio-economic factors, while no block tariff system is used within the country.
According to the research of the Hungarian National Development Agency from 2010, there were 77 socially
excluded settlements (4.7% of all the researched municipalities) with high percent of Roma population with
no public water supply. The households in these settlements relied entirely on self-made wells and open
water sources such as rivers and streams. 15 There were further 181 settlements (11.1% of all the researched
municipalities) where households were supplied from public wells. In these settlements too, the households
have no tap water or functioning sewerage systems. 16
In 2016, we visited some of these socially excluded settlements in Hungary to better understand how the interplay
of vulnerable factors influence the water access and what daily routines have to be employed by their residents in
order to cope with the lack of water and sanitation. Both of the following selected cases are segregated settlements with more than 50 residents, where no more than 35% of the residents have only primary education and
have no regular income.17

The table below shows the difference in the amount of water used by residents with household connected water
supply, and of those living in a segregated settlement with access to a public well only.

Average daily water
consumption of a
person in Hungary 18
(litre/day/capita)

Average water
consumption in areas
with public well as a
water source 19
(litre/day/capita)

* estimated
LAUNDRY

20l

7l

HAND WASHING

10l

1

TOILET

20l

0l

BATHING

40l

20l

OTHERS

10l

3

TOTAL

100l

30l

*

*

AVERAGE 4-PERSON HOUSEHOLD WITH ACCESS TO A PUBLIC WELL
Even with the minimal water use (4x30l = 120l) it takes a 4-person household at least 2 hours a day to fetch
water from the nearest public well (suppose the pump is within 150 meter distance, many households have a
longer way to walk). Additionally all water-related personal hygiene and household activities (such as laundry
which can take 6 hours every second or third day) are more time consuming than for a household with direct
water connection, while mostly women and girls are responsible for these activities.

120l

AVERAGE HUNGARIAN 4-PERSON HOUSEHOLD WITH DIRECT WATER CONNECTION
In comparison, to provide the estimated daily water use (4x100l = 400l) for an average Hungarian
4-person household, fetching water from a 150 meter away, with 2X10 liter buckets would take 7 hours daily.

400l

150m
~2h every day

= 10l

150m
7h every day

= 120l

= 10l

= 400l

CASE 1
RURAL SETTLEMENT
A mountain village of 205 offical residents is distant and geographically isolated from
the regional center; it is located between foothills and natural protected wetland in a wide
stream-valley. More than 80% of residents are Roma and there is no official work possibility
in the private sector. There are 60 households, but only four of them are connected to the
water system. There are two public water wells at each end of a more than 360 meter long
main street in the most underdeveloped part of the village. Additionally, there is an open
water resource, called the “spring” by the locals, which is actually a pressure release outfall
of the water-system, next to the street on the hillside. The path to the “spring“ is risky and
the quality of its water, running unprotected, is not monitored. The locals think that it has
a better quality than the public well, so most of the women go there for fetching drinking and
utility water, especially on laundry days with their brand new 60 liter garbage cans previously
provided by the local authorities to separate their waste. There are 14 households without
access to any public well within 150 metres.

“The municipality could connect the house with the water
for 140,000 HUF [500 USD], and the maintenance by the water
company would be another 140,000 HUF. But we do not have that
money. I get 22,500 HUF [79 USD] a month from social support,
my husband receives 57,000 HUF [200 USD] for public work.”

“We go out to get water 3-4 times a day. It happens sometimes, that we have
to wait at the “spring”, because the water stalls, sometimes stops, so in my
opinion just fetching water takes up 2 hours a day, it depends. If we do the
laundry, it takes almost half a day. We do laundry twice a week. Once during
the week, once during the weekend.”

“It happened before, that during the social rehousing
programme the families moved into the fully renovated
houses in the village. There are families who have bathrooms, but the electricity has been shut off, because
they cannot pay for it, but the bathrooms could be used.
Actually we cannot even do that, because the water
would leak into the wall, because the pipes are leaking.”

Located south from the old Roma settlement, which
was demolished 7 years ago. Roma from this settlement were re-housed into old peasant houses in the
other part of the village. The pump is currently used
by 3 households which refused to be relocated.

Nowadays, only three households remain here, these houses are fully legalized and
reportedly unaffected by environmental risks from the nearby swamp. However, the
houses are regularly affected by high groundwater level and the smell coming from
the natural protected wetland surrounding the area from the north.

Within the social rehousing programme the houses
were painted yellow, some families from the Roma
settlement were moved here. The backyards of these
houses are in the swampy area.

“More people live here, but they cut this public well off. It is two buildings down
the street from us. I don’t know why they closed it. Supposedly too much water ran
out and they found some dead animals, cats and dogs, so they thought it’s better
to close it. Here, next to the bus station was also one well, they closed that too.”
Roma woman with three girls and the husband working at
public work. She has respiratory health problems, and she
needs to be assisted with fetching water.

“There is always a recurring period with a lot of diarrhea and stomach flu
because of the public well every few years.”

A village area where nearest public well
is more than 150 meters from the households.
There are 14 households within this area.

She uses the public well for washing clothes
while her husband is on public work. She and
other people use waste bin - provided by the
local authorities for separate waste collectionfor fetching water for bathing and other use.

The “Baby house” is pre-school centre for children between
the age 0-3 and their mothers. It is open only on weekdays from
9 a.m. to 3 p.m. There are 2 washing machines in the centre,
where women are permitted to do laundry once a week.

Residents of this part are mostly retired people
with comparatively better socio-economic
situation than local Roma.

This is a water system pressure regulating overfall. Most of Roma residents use
it for drinking as they think it is a natural spring. The water quality in the "spring"
has however not been monitored for consumption purposes by responsible
authorities. There is a reservoir in front of the faucet to collect the excess
over-pressurized water. It is being used for washing and personal hygiene.

The access to this well was blocked two years ago. There is a so-called
"spring" nearby serving as water supply for some Roma. The quality
of the water from the "spring" is not monitored.
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CASE 2
URBAN RESIDENTIAL AREA
The segregated neighborhood with 497 inhabitants lies at the outskirts of
a post-industrial town’s residential area. More than 80% of the population
has no regular income and two-thirds of the residents are Roma. Out of 56
households, only one has running water inside. In the area only 2 localities
are supplied with public wells. In the eastern and western parts of the
neighbourhood, local authorities, allegedly due to sanitation and cost-saving reasons, recently dismantled three wells. As a consequence, families
with little children and most of the elderly residents with chronic health
problems have to walk more than 150 meters to the nearest public well on
a dirt road, or if the weather conditions make it necessary, they have to
take the longer 250 meter paved path.

LAUNDRY
“We wash every second day, washing the clothes takes about
a day, because half a day goes away with fetching the water
and around 1 p.m. I start to wash until 6 p.m. [...] In these
days (rainy or cold) the clothes are drying very slow, we have
to heat, it takes two days until it dries.[...] My husband brings
the water. If he works, because he has public work, then I do
it. I bring the water if the children are at school or kindergarten. We have four 20 liter kettles.”

“It would be great if we could afford to pay for electricity. We could heat up the water more easily and the
temperature would be better in the kitchen where we bath. But we also have backlog of payments. It would
cost 70 thousand forint [425 USD] to reconnect the electricity, but first we would need to pay our debt.”
[which is around 300 000 Ft [1052 USD] because of some penalties]

“These are the kettles and buckets. [...] We carry them full
two or three times a day. That is enough for a day, for
bathing, cooking, washing the dishes. If I wash the clothes
I need to carry one more round.”
“I wash here, so I don’t make a mess inside, I have a rope and
then I hang the clothes here. The drying clothes are everywhere, on wardrobe doors, on the doors. Bathing we do in the
kitchen, there is warmer.”
“We can dry our clothes here in the kitchen and at the entrance.
We tighten a rope to the closet door or wherever we can.”

BATH
“I have two small children, I live with my partner, we take bath
everyday in a basin, separate water, in four separate tubs. One
bath for everyone takes four to five hours.”
“Everyone has separate tubs. This is Zolika’s, my smallest son’s
tub, that is Peti’s, this is my partner’, this steel one and that is
is mine, of course.”
“First the kids are taking a bath and then when they are already
in bed, sated, my partner comes out and takes a bath and then
me. We closed the doors, so we do not take bath in front each
other. Also in different times, ten minutes or half an hour later
when my partner is done, I close the doors and I am the last
one taking a bath. I finish around 10:00-10:30 p.m. and then I
dine alone and tidy up.”
“We have 7 children. The three little ones are bathed in the
same tub of water, however, the older ones and us, the
parents, take a bath in a separate tub of water. We use 2-3
bucket full of water for a bath. One bucket is 10 liter. If the
whole family takes a bath, the tub needs to be refilled seven
times. We’re not used to fill the whole tub during one bathing.“

Some 500 households (3-5 person per house on average,
2 families per house), mixed Roma and non-Roma.
Majority of the households are without water supply.

The pedestrian bridges over the sewage channels were
removed along the street by the local authorities. This has
significantly prolonged the distance to the nearest public well
for households without water access.
“At this street there is no well at all, although there used to be
2 for a long time. If I remember correctly, they were removed
2 years ago. 100 people live on this street.[…] it is 10 minutes
to get to the closer well, but the small bridges have been
removed, which is why we have to go around the whole area.”

“Our neighbors are over 60 years old. Additionally, the woman
has diabetes, so for them this water issue is very serious.”

“The closer well was just dripping for while. The same happened 2 years ago in the summer. We had to buy the water
from the shop. Then the whole city could not go to the well.
Sometimes the street lights on the way to the well work,
sometimes they don’t. There were times when it didn’t work
for several weeks.”

“During winter time when it freezes and the well gets frozen,
we put tires on the wells and set it on fire so it warms up.
If there is a constant cold we have to do it every 3-4 days.”

“If in winter the puddles freeze, the elderly and the children fall
easily. There were already lots of such accidents.”

Households with private ownership, but without water
services. Only one household has private water service.
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THE WAY TO THE PUBLIC WELL IS LONGER THAN 200 METERS

