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Gender Justice is Water Justice
Around the world, women and girls bear the brunt of water insecurity, whether due to scarcity or contamination, while progress on gender equality in water governance remains too slow to address the scale of the crisis, said Pedro Arrojo-Agudo, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation, today. On the eve of World Water Day, the expert issued the following statement:
“On World Water Day, which in 2026 focuses on water and gender, I want to speak clearly about what I see every day: gender equality in water governance is not progressing fast enough, and the consequences for women and girls are growing. The latest global assessments show that the integration of gender perspectives into water resource management is not on track. And I want to emphasise that such an assessment does not reveal a technical deficiency, but a glaring human rights gap.
The human rights to health, education, work and equal participation are all implicated when the right to water and sanitation is not realized without discrimination. 
When water becomes scarce, unsafe or too far from home, the burden falls first and most heavily on women and girls. It is estimated that they spend 250 million hours a day collecting water, more than three times the amount of time spent by men and boys, while one in six people still depend on water collected outside their homes and seven out of ten households assign this responsibility to women and girls. That is time stripped from classrooms, livelihoods, participation and rest, with profound effects on health, safety and dignity. I meet girls who miss lessons each month because facilities are not adequate for menstruation, and women who devote their time to caring for those who fall ill due to poor water quality. 
Climate change and pollution, often toxic, exacerbate these inequalities and increase risks. An estimated 1.5 billion women and girls live in countries with high or very high exposure to drought, and 3.7 billion face frequent flooding. Drought and flooding increase difficulties in accessing safe drinking water, leading to a higher risk of sexual violence against women when they have to travel further to fetch water. When floods damage essential infrastructure or droughts leave wells dry, the journey becomes longer, roads are darker at night, and the routes are unsafe.
Women demonstrate a principle that governments around the world must also uphold: water must be prioritized, regardless of economic constraints, because it is the foundation of life and a human right. Their actions show that even in the most resource‑limited households, access to water comes first; women and girls take on the demanding responsibility of securing water for their families before anything else. For this reason, I urge governments to follow their example: the scarcity of financial resources cannot be used to justify failing to give the highest priority to the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation.
Governments must engage in meaningful dialogue with women, who work every day to secure their rights to safe drinking water and sanitation. As those who bear the greatest burden and show the strongest commitment to these issues, women are indispensable allies in advancing SDG 6. Ensuring gender parity and promoting women’s equal participation in decision‑making processes is essential to achieving this goal. Women must not only be consulted but must also hold equal decision‑making power, with their leadership and perspectives fully reflected in water‑related governance structures. Their experience and leadership make them essential, and their voices must be central in shaping water governance and policy.
When political leaders demonstrate their commitment, when laws and policies explicitly incorporate gender equality, when structures ensure women's full and meaningful participation and parity, when monitoring systems generate disaggregated and intersectional data, and when coordination between water, environment and climate institutions is strong, water and sanitation systems become more resilient, more equitable, and more sustainable. These measures work because they recognise women not as beneficiaries, but as leaders whose knowledge and experience are essential to human rights-based water governance.
Justice in access to water is gender justice. To realise the human rights to water, sanitation and hygiene, the leadership, opinions and commitment of women and girls must be placed at the centre of all decisions, from watershed management and budget allocations to public water sources and neighborhood taps to climate change mitigation and adaptation policies. On this World Water Day, I urge governments, regulators, local councils, community authorities and water and sanitation operators to turn commitments into actions that reach households, without discrimination or marginalisation: safe drinking water at home or at least close to home, decent and safe sanitation for all, especially for women and girls, including hygiene and menstrual health as part of the human right to sanitation. This is the global commitment to which I call on everyone.”
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