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COVID-19 has been spreading across the 
globe, paralysing countries, and causing 
an unprecedented public health crisis. The 
pandemic has unearthed the long-lasting and 
deep-rooted water, sanitation and hygiene 
(WASH) crisis. Whilst handwashing hygiene is 
the first line of defence against COVID-19, in 
the 60 countries identified as having the highest 
risk of health and humanitarian crises due to 
the virus, 2 out of 3 people – 1 billion people in 
total – lack basic handwashing facilities with 
soap and water at home.5 Around half are 
children.6 

COVID-19 poses direct threats and impacts 
to health, but it is the social and economic 
consequences of the pandemic that are 
having the greatest effects on the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), reversing progress 
in many critical areas for children, including 
health, nutrition and education. 

Fragile and conflict-affected states (FCAS) are 
predicted to be the worst affected by COVID-19 
in the medium and long term.7 People living in 
extremely fragile contexts are four times  
as likely to lack basic sanitation services and 
eight times as likely to lack basic drinking  
water services.8 With the prediction that more 
than 80 per cent of the world’s poorest people 
could be living in fragile contexts by 2030, the 
WASH crisis in FCAS could lead to impacts of  
a devastating magnitude.

Before the pandemic, up to 82 per cent of 
FCAS were off track to meet the SDGs.9 
SDG 6 – ensuring availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation – is no 
exception.10 In 2018, 60 per cent of fragile 
countries needed major progress to achieve 
universal access to sanitation, and six countries 
(10 per cent) – Equatorial Guinea, Gambia, 
Myanmar, Nigeria, Somalia, Zimbabwe – 
needed to reverse course.11 Projections also 
show that more than one in four people 
in FCAS will lack access to any improved 
sanitation services by 2030.12

WASH in FCAS remains chronically under-
funded and deprioritised, and world leaders’ 
efforts to respond to the pandemic to date 
have largely failed to leverage mobilisation and 
efforts to tackle the water crisis. Of the $20.6 
trillion committed to the COVID-19 global 
response so far, only 0.025 per cent has gone 
to WASH.13 Even before COVID-19 hit, the 
WASH sector had already seen a decrease 
in its capacity to deliver quality responses to 
humanitarian emergencies.14 

As a result, in FCAS, COVID-19 is exacerbating 
pressure on already weak and depleted WASH 
services. In a recent survey, half of all countries 
where UNICEF has active humanitarian 
operations reported a reduction in access to 
health care among displaced and refugee 
populations; and nearly a quarter of the same 
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countries described a disruption in water, 
hygiene and sanitation services in refugee or 
displacement camps.15 The most vulnerable 
children – such as children living in informal 
settlements, displacement camps, poor urban 
neighbourhoods, and rural areas are especially 
at risk. Children living in extremely fragile 
contexts are on average more than eight 
times worse off across WASH indicators, and 
they fare just as badly in health, nutrition and 
education indicators.16

COVID-19 provides a unique opportunity to 
reframe the narrative on WASH by reiterating 
and promoting its critical role in addressing 
evolving and emerging challenges in FCAS. 
These include increases in violent conflicts, 
protracted crises and forced displacement, 
as well as climate change and endemic and 
chronic disease outreaks – all of which affect 
children’s most basic rights.17 

This report highlights the critical importance to 
move beyond a sole focus on delivery of WASH 
services in disease outbreaks and health-related 
humanitarian emergencies, towards a systems 
building, integrated and sustainable approach, 
that will increase the resilience and capacity 
of FCAS to prevent and mitigate future crises 
and shocks. It does so by using country case 
studies to emphasise the importance of WASH 
and to share success and lessons from UK Aid-
funded, and UNICEF-led WASH programmes 
around the world. 

Specifically, the first case study focuses on the 
war in Yemen and demonstrates the positive 

impact of a humanitarian–development 
(“double nexus”) delivery approach to WASH 
interventions in protracted conflicts. It 
showcases a model that depends on flexible 
and predictable funding and which aims at 
strengthening health facilities to improve 
people’s access to WASH, while tackling acute 
needs in emergency situations, for example 
outbreaks of infectious disease. 

The second case study examines a community-
based WASH programme in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (DR Congo), with a focus 
on accelerating access to safe water, sanitation 
and hygiene in rural areas prone to Ebola, 
through the engagement and mobilisation of 
communities and local leaders towards healthy 
schools and villages.

Finally, the third case study considers a climate-
resilient WASH programme in Myanmar, one of 
the countries most affected by climate change. 
The programme supports the installation of 
solar powered water systems in rural settings to 
provide communities with more resilient systems 
that can withstand extreme weather events. 

The report then examines the opportunities 
afforded by COVID-19 and the new Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO) to leverage global mobilisation and 
action in defeating the pandemic. It also 
considers how the former Department for 
International Development’s (DFID) strong track 
record and legacy on WASH and global health 
can help the UK Government to tackle the 
water crisis in FCAS. 

Isra, age 7, looks 
after her sisters 
Mozdelifa (age 
2) and Heba (3)
at a UNICEF- 
supported
child-friendly at
an IDP Camp
in North Darfur,
Sudan.

Isra is the main 
care provider 
for her younger 
sisters since they 
fled a violent 
attack on her 
village.

UNICEF, with 
support from 
UK Aid, has 
provided safe, 
clean water 
and sanitation 
for tens of 
thousands of 
people in Darfur.
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The UK Government has shown great leadership 
in the global response to coronavirus. It pledged 
£500 million to the COVAX facility that aims 
to ensure equitable access to COVID-19 
vaccines. It is also set to become the second 
largest national donor to the World Health 
Organization (WHO) after announcing a 30 per 
cent increase in funding to the UN agency.18 In 
March 2020, DFID and Unilever also launched 
the the Hygiene & Behaviour Change Coalition 
(HBCC),19 a £100 million programme that aims 
to reach up to a billion people worldwide, with 
a focus on curbing the spread of COVID-19 in 
vulnerable countries with poor health systems.  

However, the decision to cut the UK Aid budget 
from 0.7% to 0.5%20 of Gross National Income 
(GNI), as well as the reduction due to 2020 
economic performance will no doubt put huge 
pressure on the UK Government, and the FCDO 
in particular, to deliver the government’s global 
commitments. The Government must not 
lose sight of its 2019 Manifesto commitments 
on ending preventable deaths of mothers, 
newborn babies and children, ensuring every 
girl’s access to 12 years of quality education, 
and leading the world in tackling climate 
change. COVID-19 threatens to undermine 
all of these commitments, and none will be 
delivered without addressing the WASH crisis. 

Over the course of this year, the UK’s 
presidency of the G7 and COP26 brings 
unique opportunities for the Government, and 
the FCDO in particular, to be a global leader in 
the pandemic response and initiate a recovery 
that goes beyond a sole focus on COVID-19 
to turn the tide on the increasing deadly 
consequences of the water crisis in FCAS.

In driving a global response that promotes 
climate-resilient WASH services as critical 
life-saving interventions, and makes WASH 
in FCAS one of its priorities, the UK can 
advance its 2019 Manifesto pledges to end 
preventable deaths, ensure 12 years of 
quality education for every girls, and lead the 
world in tackling climate change.

In order to realise children’s rights to water and sanitation in FCAS, the FCDO must take the lead in 
ensuring that the global COVID-19 preparedness, response, and recovery strategy is used as leverage for 
strengthening life-saving WASH systems and building more resilient and adaptable solutions.

COVID-19 should not lead to the deprioritisation of the Government’s existing Manifesto’s commitments. 
Instead, it should serve as a catalyst to accelerate their delivery.  

To do so, the FCDO should:

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS (Detailed recommendations are included at the end of the report.)

COMMIT 

INVEST 

DELIVER 

CHAMPION

To return to spending 0.7% of GNI on aid no later than 2022, and confirm that 
the cut will not affect the world’s most vulnerable children living in FCAS.

Increased leadership, support and investment for WASH programming 
in FCAS.

The Leave No One Behind pledge and Manifesto commitments by targeting 
FCAS in its COVID-19 preparedness, response and recovery strategy. 

In life-saving, essential and climate-resilient WASH and health services 
for the hardest to reach children – now and in the future.

https://www.unicef.org.uk/policy/report-water-crisis-fragile-contexts
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A girl drinks clean water from a tap outside a UNICEF-
supported school in the village of Dafo, southern Djibouti.

Djibouti is one of the most arid countries on Earth. 
Temperatures sometimes reach as high as 47°C during 
the driest period from May to October. Water is as 
precious as it is scarce. Climate change has seen rainfall 
reduced by around 50% of previous levels. In rural areas, 
most people   have to walk for more than 30 minutes to 
reach the nearest water source.

With UNICEF support, the village of Dafo now has its own 
water point and the school has solar-powered water and 
sanitation services. UNICEF is expanding this initiative to 
other regions with support from international aid.
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