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Beyond the MDG water target to universal water coverage
in Ghana: the key transformative shifts required
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ABSTRACT
Ghana achieved its Millennium Development Goal water target about a decade before the 2015
deadline. However, as the world shifts focus to achieving sustainable universal water coverage, there is
the need for redoubled efforts to keep up this feat. This paper examines the success drivers and the
major transformative shifts required to sustain efforts in Ghana’s water sector. The ﬁndings indicate
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that the successes chalked in Ghana’s water sector have been largely fuelled by strong donor support
and a well organised institutional and policy framework. About 90% of funding for the sector has been
contributed by donors and creditors while actual government expenditure remains below 0.5% of GDP.

Prince Antwi-Agyei
NHance Development Partners Limited,
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The country has a strong policy and institutional framework guiding developments in the water sector.
Nevertheless, the dwindling donor support, poor cost recovery mechanisms in the sector, ineffective
strategies for ensuring human right to water, unbridled pollution of freshwater resources, poor
borehole construction, and poor environmental sanitation across the country threaten to unwind the
progress made in the sector. Without a paradigm shift, these could potentially derail efforts at
achieving and sustaining universal water coverage. The paper discusses how these issues can be
addressed to ensure universal access to potable water in the country.
Key words
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INTRODUCTION
Ghana has an estimated population of about 27 million

the national population to about three-quarters by 2050 (Gov-

people growing at an annual rate of 2.5% (Ghana Statistical

ernment of Ghana ). The World Bank’s estimates put the

Service ; The World Bank Group ). At this growth

country’s gross domestic product at US$38 billion with a

rate, the country’s population is expected to double by

3.9% annual growth rate (The World Bank Group ).

2050. It has an almost equal proportion of urban (51%) and

With the recent oil discoveries in the country, revenue from

rural (49%) population. However, the surge in urbanization

commercial oil production is expected to generate additional

in recent years is expected to increase the urban share of

and signiﬁcant ﬁscal resources to boost the economy of the
country (The World Bank ).

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative

The combined effect of population and economic

Commons Attribution Licence (CC BY-NC-SA 4.0), which permits copying,

growth would spur on increased demand for water, thereby

adaptation and redistribution for non-commercial purposes, provided the

making drinking water supply crucial. According to ﬁgures

contribution is distributed under the same licence as the original, and the
original work is properly cited (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-

provided by the UNICEF/WHO Joint Monitoring Pro-

sa/4.0/).

gramme (JMP), Ghana’s Millennium Development Goal
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(MDG) target for potable water supply was achieved in

reports from key sector stakeholders in Ghana including

2008, with 82% of the population having access to improved

government institutions, donor agencies, international non-

drinking water sources as against a 2015 target of 77%

governmental organisations, the private sector and civil

(WHO/UNICEF ). Currently, access to improved drink-

society groups.

ing water is estimated at 89%; 93% urban coverage and 84%
rural coverage (WHO/UNICEF ). Undoubtedly, if cur-

Status and trends in drinking water coverage in Ghana

rent efforts are sustained, Ghana will achieve universal
access to potable water by the year 2030 as required by

Despite being endowed with enormous water resources, not

Target 6.1 of the UN Sustainable Development Goal

everyone across the country can boast of having access to

(SDG) 6. However, this will require new policy, ﬁnancing

potable water. This notwithstanding, over the years, Ghana

and management approaches. One crucial target under

has made tremendous efforts at improving access to potable

Goal 6 of the SDGs is to protect water resources from pol-

water supply for its populace across the country. Although,

lution and halve the proportion of untreated wastewater

ﬁgures provided by service providers (SPs) (Figure 1) on

discharge (Target 6.3). Thus, although Ghana has enormous

access to potable water are somewhat higher than that of

surface and groundwater resources, achieving sustainable

the UNICEF/WHO JMP (Figure 1), there has generally

universal water coverage will depend on how well it protects

been a signiﬁcant improvement in water coverage since

these resources from pollution by toxic chemicals, patho-

1990. The national MDG target of 77% drinking water cov-

gens, and other biological contaminants arising mainly

erage was achieved in 2008, seven years ahead of schedule

from anthropogenic activities.

(Figure 1).

This paper examines the success drivers and potential

The disparity in water coverage ﬁgures is attributed to

challenges that need to be addressed to sustain efforts in

the source of data used for estimation. The JMP relies on

Ghana’s water sector. It takes a retrospective look at how

data from the Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS) and

the sector has evolved over the years and how this has con-

the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey collected by the

tributed to increasing access to potable water countrywide.

Ghana Statistical Service. These are multi-purpose house-

Additionally, it examines efforts and challenges to achieving

hold surveys which collect information on many different

and sustaining universal access to potable water supply and

aspects of living conditions based on a representative

water resource protection, vis-à-vis, institutional, policy and

sample. Conversely, the service providers use actual data

ﬁnancing frameworks. This is based on an in-depth review

based on the number of people having access to the

of policy documents, institutional frameworks, and project

improved water sources they provide. The service providers

Figure 1

|

Disparities in drinking water coverage ﬁgures in Ghana. (Sources: WHO/UNICEF 2010, 2015; UNDP Ghana & NDPC/GOG 2012).
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possibly have more reliable ﬁrst-hand data which can be

disparities in access to drinking water can be attributed to

used to accurately monitor and report progress towards uni-

a disproportionate donor support across regions in the

versal water coverage in the country. Despite these

country. A previous study by Monney et al. () observed

discrepancies, if the current trend is sustained, it is more

a weak donor support in the Brong Ahafo Region while

likely that Ghana can achieve universal drinking water cov-

the 2015 Ghana MDGs report by UNDP/NDPC () indi-

erage ﬁve years before the 2030 deadline set by the SDGs.

cated a strong support for the Greater Accra and Ashanti

In Ghana, disaggregating the national drinking water

Regions for water supply and sanitation. To address this,

coverage into only urban and rural is inadequate as it

the Central Government and development partners need

masks the huge spatial disparities that exist countrywide.

to develop and implement a sector strategic plan that

Therefore, there is the need to also assess the variation in

ensures equitable distribution of funding for water projects

drinking water coverage on a spatial scale across the country

across the country. Additionally, the government needs to

to map vulnerable areas and ensure that resources can be

progressively increase domestic funding for the water

equitably allocated to improve the water supply situation

sector, so it can sustain developments even with little or

in these areas moving forward. A spatial representation of

no donor fund inﬂows in the years ahead.

ﬁgures provided by the 2010 Ghana Millennium Goals

The water coverage ﬁgures represent the proportion of

Development Report (UNDP, Ghana & NDPC/GOG )

the population with access to improved drinking water

shows that the Brong Ahafo Region has the least proportion

sources without regard to the quality of water consumed.

of rural drinking water coverage (Figure 2(a)) while the

According to the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Pro-

Upper West Region lags far behind in urban drinking

gramme () improved sources of drinking water are

water coverage (Figure 2(b)). Huge disparities therefore

those protected from outside contamination, particularly

exist among the regions countrywide in terms of access to

faecal matter, by the way it is constructed (WHO/UNICEF

drinking water. Since most of the funding for the water

). However, several studies have argued that improved

sector is contributed by donors (WHO ), the regional

water sources are not entirely free from contamination

Figure 2

|

Spatial variation of (a) rural and (b) urban drinking water coverage in Ghana as of 2010. (Source: Adapted from UNDP Ghana & NDPC/GOG 2012).
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and unsafe storage of water from these sources at the household level can further contaminate drinking water (Hunter
et al. ; Obiri-Danso et al. ; Bain et al. ). In
Ghana, this assertion has been corroborated by ﬁndings
from the GLSS Round 6 (Ghana Statistical Service a).
The survey indicated that about half (44%) of improved
drinking water sources (N ¼ 919) had detectable E. coli
whilst close to two-thirds (62%) of household drinking
water samples (N ¼ 2,157) contained E. coli (Ghana Statisti-

Figure 3

|

Improved sanitation coverage in Ghana. (Source: adapted from WHO/UNICEF
2012, 2015).

cal Service a). For boreholes, the E. coli contamination
is more likely due to poor construction methods and not

deﬁned as one that hygienically separates human excreta

necessarily the groundwater resource since samples were

from human contact (Figure 3), and 20% defecate in the

not taken from monitoring wells. Similarly, in Ethiopia,

open (WHO/UNICEF ). Again, less than 5% of all

about 45% of boreholes and protected wells (N ¼ 764)

households in Ghana are connected to piped sewerage sys-

were found to be contaminated with thermotolerant coli-

tems that are linked to sewage treatment plants (Ghana

form while in Nigeria about a quarter (24%) of these water

Statistical Service ), while 84% of all public-owned and

sources (N ¼ 949) are contaminated (Onda et al. ). Con-

public-managed sewage treatment plants are reported to be

tamination of improved water sources is not a rare

non-functional in major cities in Ghana (MLGRD ). Sur-

phenomenon. Globally, available studies have shown that

face runoff and untreated liquid waste discharge into open

boreholes can be contaminated by onsite sanitation facilities

spaces could easily ﬂow into wells especially during the

(common in Ghana) and poor construction methods

wet seasons where recharge water carries contaminants

(Howard et al. ; Dzwairo et al. ; Galadima et al.

along (Akple et al. ). Treatment facilities for faecal

; Graham & Polizzotto ). Ingress of contaminants

sludge are very rare across the country and therefore dispo-

into pipelines running through wastewater-carrying chan-

sal of human excreta into watercourses and open spaces is

water

the norm (Boot & Scott , ). Unbridled disposal of

contamination (Monney et al. ) while poor transpor-

untreated wastewater into watercourses causes surface

nels

have

also

been

linked

to

pipe-borne

tation and storage methods have been shown to cause

water pollution (Foster ). Moreover, inﬁltration of

water contamination at the household level (Parker ).

these contaminants in surface water into the ground or

This shows that, although there is a high proportion of

wastewater discharged directly on the ground surface can

drinking water coverage, there is still the risk of pathogenic

compromise groundwater quality (Foster ).

contamination of water consumed at the household level.

This partly explains why despite the tremendous improve-

To improve drinking water quality, construction of bore-

ment in drinking water coverage countrywide, cholera is still in

holes should be improved to ensure that they are totally

the ascendency. Figures provided by the Ghana Health Service

sealed from surface runoff and onsite sanitation facilities

depict that between 2007 and 2014, cholera cases increased

should not be sited near to boreholes and wells. Distribution

from just 179 in four regions to 28,975 in all ten regions

systems for drinking water supply should be properly main-

across the country (Ghana Health Service , ). In the

tained to avoid water quality from being compromised.

2014 cholera outbreak which claimed 243 lives, the Greater

Households must be educated to adopt safe storage methods

Accra Region recorded the highest number of cases (20,199

for drinking water and disinfect water storage tanks

cases) although the region has a high drinking-water coverage.

periodically.

Undoubtedly, ensuring access to safe drinking water cannot be

The poor environmental sanitation across the country is,

achieved without concurrently focusing on sanitation. There is

without doubt, a key contributory factor to pollution of

therefore an urgent need to focus also on improving environ-

drinking water sources. Only 15% of Ghana’s population

mental sanitation and incorporate water quality data into

currently have access to an improved sanitation facility,

drinking water coverage ﬁgures in the future to provide a
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holistic picture of access to safe drinking water. Commend-

fragmented state-backed ordinances, legislations and most

ably, Ghana has developed a National Drinking Water

recently a national water policy. Prior to the 20th century,

Quality Management Framework to ‘guide all water supply

water resources management was based on traditional

agencies on effective drinking-water quality management

laws made obligatory by fetish priests and priestesses

and public health protection’ (Government of Ghana a).

(Odame-Ababio ). This has since the 1900s been suc-

The framework however failed to explicitly deﬁne what

ceeded by series of ordinances and reforms as chronicled

access to improved water source refers to thereby leaving a

in Table 1. Particularly the paradigm shifts in policies and

key puzzle in the water sector yet unsolved.

institutional frameworks between 1990 and 2010 (Table 1)
had a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on water supply across the

Water coverage and the health indicators

country. This undoubtedly contributed to the achievement
of the national MDG water target within this period.

Along with the improvement in water coverage, infant and
child mortality rates in Ghana have also shown signiﬁcant
decline over the past two decades (Figure 4). While infant

Institutional arrangements for Ghana’s water sector

mortality rates reduced by as much as 66% between 1993
and 2014 to meet the target of 19 deaths per 1,000 live

Ghana has a strong and well-organised institutional frame-

births, child mortality rates reduced by more than a third

work for the management of water resources and supply

(38%) within the same period. Overall, under-ﬁve mortality

of potable water. The framework deﬁnes institutional roles

reduced by almost half between 1990 and 2014: from 122

and responsibilities for national and sector-speciﬁc policy

to 60 deaths per 1,000 live births as against a 2015 target of

formulation and planning, regulation and service delivery

53 deaths per 1,000 live births (UNDP/NDPC ). Globally,

in the sector (Figure 5). At the national level, the develop-

poor water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) have been linked

ment agenda is driven by the Central Government through

to under-ﬁve mortalities due to diarrheal diseases; increase in

the National Development Planning Commission (NDPC).

access to improved drinking water source reduces child mor-

The Commission develops both the short- and long-term

tality (WHO ). This explains the sharp decline in under-

development frameworks together with Development Part-

ﬁve mortalities with increased water coverage in the country.

ners who provide ﬁnancial and technical support. The
National Development Framework informs policy develop-

Evolution of water resources management and potable

ment and planning at the sectoral level. At this level, the

water supply in Ghana

Ministry

of

Water

Resources,

Works

and

Housing

(MWRWH) is directly responsible for drawing up the polOver the years, regulation of the use of water in Ghana has

icies and plans for the water sector (Ministry of Water

greatly evolved from being guided by customary laws to

Resources Works and Housing ). It does so in close

Figure 4

|

Trends in infant and child mortality rate in Ghana (UNDP/NDPC 2015).
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Evolution of Ghana’s water sector

Key sector event
a

The Rivers Ordinance (Cap 226 of 1903) was passed to regulate the use of surface water resources

a

1927

Forestry Ordinance of 1927 contained sections for catchment protection and control of water withdrawal in forest reserves

1948b

The Department of Rural Water Development was established to provide potable water to rural communities

1903

a

1953

Land Planning and Soil Conservation Ordinance of 1953 was passed to, among others, to check soil erosion and control
watercourses

1958b

Department of Water Supplies Division formed under the Ministry of Works and Housing for urban and rural water

1965

Ghana Water and Sewerage Corporation (GWSC) established by Act of Parliament (Act 310 of 1965) for urban water supply and
wastewater treatment

1992

1992 Constitution of Ghana vested control of all water resources in Ghana in the President on behalf of, and in trust for the people
of Ghana

1993c

National Community Water and Sanitation Programme (NCWSP) was formed to increase drinking water coverage in rural areas
and small towns

1994

Community Water and Sanitation Department created within GWSC to provide potable water and sanitation for rural
communities

1994

EPA established by Act 490 of 1994 to set efﬂuent standards for discharges into waterbodies

1996

The Water Resources Commission (WRC) established by an Act of Parliament (Act 522 of 1996) to be responsible for overall
regulation and management of water resources utilization

1997

The PURC established to regulate tariffs and quality standards for the operation of public utilities including water

1998

CWSA was established by Act 564 of 1998 to replace CWSD and to be responsible for management of rural and small water
supply systems, hygiene education and provision of sanitary facilities

1999

GWSC was converted to a state-owned limited liability company, GWCL under Act 461

2001

L.I. 1692 Water Use Regulations passed by the WRC to regulate water use

2004

Processes for the formulation of a consolidated national water policy was initiated

2006

Management of GWCL operations contracted to Aqua Vitens Rand Limited (AVRL) for 5 years to improve performance

d

2007

Convention on the status of the Volta River and the establishment of the Volta Basin Authority (VBA) signed by all six riparian
countries. The VBA is to manage the water resources and other related resource in the Volta Basin in a holistic manner

2007

National water policy was launched to provide an effective interface among key stakeholders, integrate and harmonize their
activities

2007

CWSA launches the Strategic Investment Plan, 2008–2015 and The Medium-Term Plan, 2008–2012 for the rural water supply sector

2010e

The Ghana Compact on Sanitation and Water for ALL: A Global Framework for Action (SWA) was launched by the Government
of Ghana. This was to assert the Government’s resolve to improve efforts towards improving sanitation and sustaining gains in
water delivery. The Government resolved to allocate US$350 million annually to sanitation and water

2011

Management contract abrogated and urban water supply was managed by GWCL and Ghana Urban Water Limited (GUWL)

2011

Launch of Riparian buffer zone policy for managing freshwater bodies in Ghana to ensure sustainable management of buffer zones
along freshwater bodies

2012f

National IWRM launched by the WRC to, among others, ‘guide and urge the different stakeholders involved in water resources
management at different levels to incorporate IWRM in their plans’

2013g

Ghana National Climate Change policy was launched with the vision to ‘ensure a climate-resilient and climate-compatible
economy while achieving sustainable development through equitable low-carbon economic growth for Ghana’

2013

GWCL and GUWL merged into a single national utility company to manage urban water supply services
a

Notes: Odame-Ababio (2003).
b
c

Adombire (2007).

Fuest et al. (2005).

d
e
f

Welling et al. (2012).
Government of Ghana (2010).

Water Resources Commission (2012).

g

Ministry of Environment Science Technology and Innovation (2013).
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Institutional framework for Ghana’s water sector. (Source: Adapted from Oduro-Kwarteng et al. 2015).

consultation with the Ministry of Finance and Economic

Protection Agency (EPA) is the regulatory body responsible

Planning which prepares the national budget to inform

for managing, protecting and enhancing the country’s

annual expenditure nationwide. Under the MWRWH, the

environment. The Ministry of Local Government and

Water Directorate coordinates water service provision in

Rural Development oversees development at the local

rural and small towns delivered by the Community Water

administrative levels in metropolitan, municipal and dis-

and Sanitation Agency (CWSA) and urban water service

trict assemblies across the country. At this level, Water

delivery by the Ghana Water Company Limited (GWCL).

and Sanitation Committees and District Water and Sani-

It also oversees the activities of the Water Resources Com-

tation Teams are tasked with overseeing delivery of water

mission which, among others, is responsible for regulating

and sanitation services. Water service delivery at the

water resources abstraction across the country. The

local level by the public sector is complemented by

Commission has River Basin Boards across the country

numerous

overseeing developments in river basins to ensure protection

organisations, private organisations, community and faith

of water resources. The Public Utilities Regulatory Commis-

based organisations. Private borehole drillers lend their

sion (PURC) is an independent public body which regulates

services to both individuals and organisations for the pro-

the provision of utility services in the electricity and water

vision of water in homes or communities through

sectors. It works in close consultation with utility providers

mechanised or hand-operated wells. This is however, regu-

to set tariffs for consumers.

lated by the Water Resources Commission. In urban

international

and

local

non-governmental

Policies and plans regarding environmental protection

communities without access to the urban water supply

are developed by the Ministry of Environment, Science,

system, private water tanker operators supply water in

Technology and Innovation and this has a direct bearing

water tankers for a fee and their operations are regulated

on water resources. Under the Ministry, the Environmental

by the PURC (PURC ).
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challenges presented by climate change both in the nearand long-term including water scarcity (Ministry of Environ-

The 1992 constitution of Ghana unambiguously set the tone

ment Science Technology and Innovation ). It is

for the ownership and management of Ghana’s water

complemented by an implementation framework: the

resources. As per the constitution, water resources through-

National Climate Change Adaptation Strategy, to guide the

out Ghana are vested in the President on behalf of and in

implementation of the policy.

trust for the people of Ghana. In line with this, the Central
Government, through the NDPC, develops the blueprint

Financing mechanisms and human right to water in

for sustainable utilisation of water resources in its near-

Ghana’s water sector

and long-term National Development Frameworks. The
National Water Policy developed in 2007 is therefore a

Sustainable ﬁnancing is crucial for the water sector to pro-

reﬂection of the national aspirations for water resources

vide new infrastructure and sustain existing services.

management and water supply enshrined in the national

While the provision of new infrastructure requires long-

development framework (Figure 6). The policy has a comp-

term resources, sustaining existing services requires effective

lementary implementation framework: the Water Sector

cost recovery mechanisms to support operational expenses

Strategic Development Plan (WSSDP) 2012–2025. This

as well as maintenance and rehabilitation (Kolker et al.

plan comprises three distinct strategic planning com-

). But how exactly has Ghana funded developments in

ponents, namely: the national Integrated Water Resources

the water sector and what are the arrangements to sustain

Management Plan (IWRM); the Urban Water Supply Strat-

and expand existing water infrastructure?

egy; and the Rural Water Supply and Sanitation Strategy.

An assessment of ﬁnancing mechanisms in the water

Whilst the national IWRM plan charts the course for sus-

sector over the years shows that Ghana has enjoyed the sup-

tainable management of all the river basins and related

port of external support agencies in funding developments

natural resources, the Urban Water Supply Strategy and

in this sector. This has been a major factor that has fuelled

the Rural Water Supply and sanitation strategy deﬁne the

the accelerated improvement in access to drinking water

strategies for supply of potable water in both urban and

across the country. External funding has been in the form

rural communities. The Water Use Regulation also gives

of commercial loans and grants from development partners

the legal mandate to the Water Resources Commission to

and constitutes about 90% of the total ﬁnancing for the

regulate abstraction of water resources. Additionally, in a

sector (WaterAid ). Domestic expenditure towards pro-

timely effort to proactively address issues of climate

viding potable drinking water represents less than 0.5% of

change, Ghana has developed a National Climate Change

Ghana’s gross domestic product in contrast to the eThek-

Policy which provides the blueprint for dealing with the

wini commitment (WaterAid ; WHO ). This is
corroborated by Ghana’s 2014 budget which indicated that
81% of the GH¢435 million (US$111 million) allocated to
the water sector is expected to be ﬁnanced by development
partners (PricewaterhouseCoopers Ghana ).
However, inﬂows from donors have generally dwindled
across the African continent in recent times. Ghana, in particular, is forecasted to move out of International
Development Assistance (IDA) eligibility, the heavy reliance
on donor funding presents a huge challenge to sustaining
the achievements in the water sector in the long term
(ADB/OECD/UNDP ). In fact, statistics show that aid
from the European Union, a major donor to Ghana, began

Figure 6

|

Water sector policy framework in Ghana.

to decline after the ﬁnancial meltdown in 2008, reducing
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by half by 2013 (Forson et al. ). Between 2008 and 2011,

years, in a bid to raise more revenue towards achieving

the proportion of inﬂows from donors towards WASH

full cost recovery (Water and Sanitation Program ).

expenditure has reduced by two-thirds (Figure 7). Total

The World Bank posits that the poor performance of

expenditure on WASH is generally dominated by commer-

Ghana’s urban water utility is due to extensive leakages in

cial loans and government’s expenditure on WASH has

the water distribution networks and extensive commercial

not seen any signiﬁcant improvement (Figure 7). Generally,

theft of water (The World Bank ). Meanwhile, a fraction

it is argued that excessive levels of borrowing without pro-

of the proceeds from urban water tariffs (2%) is expected to

ductive investment can reduce a country’s growth (Pattillo

be used to support rural water supply. This makes improving

et al. ; Frimpong & Oteng-Abayie ). Ghana’s total

revenue collection for urban water service critical, not only

public debt has doubled in the last decade; from about

to sustain operations of the urban water supply systems but

34% in 2008 (Government of Ghana ) to 70% at the

also to improve rural water supply.

end of 2014 (Ministry of Finance ) partly contributed

In the rural water sub-sector, about 90% of the total

to by increased borrowing for WASH expenditure.

funding water supply comes from donors (Community

Ghana’s public debts continue to rise and this has necessi-

Water and Sanitation Agency ). However, local water

tated a request for an extended credit facility from the

and sanitation committees instituted to ensure the oper-

International Monetary Fund in 2015. To reverse this

ational sustainability of the systems do not work effectively

trend, the Government of Ghana has committed to mobilise

(CWSA ). Sustaining these systems has therefore

domestic resources development and capitalise on conces-

become the responsibility of donors without which some

sionary loans for productive investments as per its 2016

water supply systems in rural areas fail to operate. There is

budget statement (Government of Ghana b). This com-

therefore the impression that very little can be done by the

mitment needs to be implemented to the letter if

Government of Ghana without the support of donor

sustainable development in the water sector is to be

agencies in a critical sector like water supply (Entsua-

achieved.

Mensah et al. ).

Ghana has an enviable 93% urban water coverage

Innovative ﬁnancial arrangements are required to

(WHO/UNICEF ). However, performance indicators

ensure that everyone has access to safe drinking water.

show that the urban water utility; GWCL is in dire straits.

According to the UN Principle of Human Right to Water,

The company loses about half of water produced through

everyone has the right to sufﬁcient, safe, acceptable, phys-

non-revenue water; collects at best three-quarters of its rev-

ically accessible and affordable water for personal and

enue; and recovers about two-thirds of its total costs

domestic uses (Office of the United Nations High Commis-

(Public Utilities Regulatory Commission ; Awuah

sioner for Human Rights ). In line with this, Ghana

et al. ; Boakye & Nyieku ; The World Bank ).

has instituted various strategies to ensure the right to

This is in spite of signiﬁcant water tariff rises over the

water across the country is met. Among them is the lifeline
tariff system where domestic consumers using less water
(20 m3 per month), particularly the poor, are charged
lower tariffs (PURC ). However, because the urban
poor usually live in multiple occupancy houses with a
single water metering device, their consumption exceeds
the lifeline tariff and thereby pay more than the rich
(Nyarko et al. ). Additionally, poor households without
in-house connection to water supply depend on water vendors where they purchase not only contaminated drinking
water but also at prices more than 10 times the domestic

Figure 7

|

Pattern of Ghana’s actual WASH expenditure from creditors, donors and
government. (Source: WaterAid 2012).

rates approved by GWCL (Fiasorgbor ; Monney et al.
). Moreover, in utter violation of the human right to
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water, disconnection from urban water supply system,

about 14 facilities (UNU-IRNA ). However, these facili-

especially in low-income areas, is a common practice in

ties are mostly non-functional or in poor operating

Ghana (Boakye ; Amankwaa et al. ). These suggest

conditions culminating in the unbridled disposal of

that the measures instituted to ensure the human right to

untreated human excreta into the sea at Korle Gonno popu-

water are currently ineffective. To overcome this requires

larly called Lavender Hill (Sam ). Uncontrolled disposal

extensive studies locally, complemented by experiences

of untreated human excreta into the environment is not

from similar countries like Kenya. This will inform adoption

uncommon across the country and is mostly due to

of appropriate strategies towards achieving the human right

inadequate capital, inappropriate technologies and poor

to water. Strategies such as bulk metering for low-income

implementation of policies (Taweesan et al. ).

households, automated water kiosks, water bill payment

Besides the unbridled disposal of untreated wastewater

by instalments, and reduced water ﬂow for residents failing

into watercourses, illegal mining activities also continue to

to pay water tariffs can be adopted to ensure that people are

wreak heavy environmental havoc in Ghana, as extensively

not denied water but can also pay for the service. Besides

reported in the literature (Amponsah-Tawiah & Dartey-

regulating water tariffs, the PURC needs to be mandated

Baah ; Appiah & Buaben ; Owusu & Dwomoh

to ensure that utility service providers provide drinking

). For instance, in Obuasi, water samples from 12 bore-

water of acceptable quality and provide continuous supply

holes, 10 streams and 3 dug wells show arsenic levels

of water to consumers. Practicable benchmarks for improve-

between 10 to 38 times higher than the permissible limits

ments consented to by both service providers and the

by the EPA (ActionAid ). A study by Buamah et al.

regulator should be developed to reward service improve-

() also identiﬁed high levels of Arsenic (>50 μg/L) in

ments or otherwise.

groundwater in mining areas in Ghana. They observed
that, in addition to mining activities, arsenic can also be

Environmental pollution and climate change impacts on

released into the aquifers naturally through reductive dissol-

water resources in Ghana

ution and desorption. In Tarkwa, extremely high levels of
arsenic, lead, cadmium and mercury have been reported in

Across the country, both domestic and industrial wastewater

drinking water sources due to mining activities (Obiri

generally end up entering water courses and open spaces

et al. ). Additionally, the activities of illegal miners

mostly without prior treatment (Ingallinella et al. ;

have caused the shutdown of drinking water treatment sys-

Taweesan et al. ). Meanwhile, Ghana has since 1994

tems in Tarkwa, Sekondi-Takoradi and Konongo (Sarpong

set up the EPA which, among others, is tasked to ensure

). Diversion of water by illegal miners from rivers feed-

that wastewater is treated before disposal into the environ-

ing into the reservoirs of these treatment systems have

ment. In areas where some form of treatment for

reduced the water volumes in the reservoirs below their

wastewater exists, the waste water is usually stored in under-

operational levels whilst in other instances the raw water

ground septic tanks and emptied by vacuum tanks for

has been extremely polluted by mining wastes making

treatment at a central location (UNU-IRNA ). Sewerage

water treatment impossible.

systems which channel wastewater through underground

The extensive pollution of freshwater resources in the

pipes directly to wastewater treatment plants are rarely

face of climate change poses a huge threat to potable

seen across the country (UNU-IRNA ). Nationwide,

water supply. In some parts of the country, drying of some

only less than 5% of all households are connected to

hitherto perennial rivers in the dry season, ﬂash ﬂoods,

piped sewerage systems that are linked to sewage treatment

reduced water storage capacities in major dams, and

plants (Ghana Statistical Service ). There is generally

reduction in groundwater recharge are becoming common-

paucity of data on the number and operational status of

place as a result of climate change (Kankam-Yeboah et al.

wastewater treatment plants currently in Ghana. According

). Worse still, climate change is predicted to hasten

to available literature, most wastewater treatment facilities

desertiﬁcation in the northern part of the country coupled

in Ghana are in the national capital, Accra, which has

with rainfall declines between 25 to 52% and sea level rise
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from 0.13 to 0.60 m (Stanturf et al. ; GSS b). This

commendable effort from which other countries can learn.

will have dire consequences on agriculture – a major contri-

The policies and strategic plans however, need to be

butor to Ghana’s GDP and thus calls for the adoption of

implemented to the letter if indeed the requisite paradigm

adaptation strategies to minimise the impact. Some of

shift can materialise. Given the dynamic nature of the

these strategies have been outlined in the National Climate

water sector, the policies need to be revised accordingly to

Change Policy and the accompanying Adaptation Strategies

keep up with new challenges in the future. Institutions

document. Most importantly for the water sector, the

need to have a strong capacity with the requisite resources

country needs to focus more attention on efﬁcient water

to perform their functions effectively.

use and water resource protection through wastewater recy-

Disposal of untreated excreta into watercourse and ille-

cling and reuse, afforestation of catchment areas of major

gal mining activities would render water resources unﬁt for

river basins and rainwater harvesting.

use in the absence of a paradigm shift. Improving access to
potable water should go hand-in-hand with improving sani-

Building on the successes and overcoming challenges in

tation. Therefore, in the years ahead, sustaining access to

Ghana’s water sector

improved drinking water would well require investment in
household toilet provision and wastewater-to-resource infra-

Ghana has made signiﬁcant strides in the water sector with

structure through public/private partnerships and instituting

the strong support of donors. However, in the years ahead,

an independent task force to regulate the activities of illegal

the annual increase in drinking water coverage countrywide

miners across the country.

needs to keep pace with the exploding population in the face

Promoting extensive use of compost from human

of a changing climate and a booming economy. This will

excreta for agriculture in Ghana can signiﬁcantly improve

require a paradigm shift particularly in the ﬁnancing mech-

sanitation and crop production but would require strong pri-

anisms for the water sector as the country consolidates its

vate sector buy-in, intensive public sensitization and

position as a middle-income country. Strong ﬁnancial sup-

innovative business models (Impraim et al. ; Appiah-

port from domestic sources rather than donor agencies

Effah et al. ). Considering that the country has very

will be required to support efforts in the water sector.

few wastewater treatment systems, it could leapfrog to instal-

Rural water supply still needs to be supported with more rev-

ling infrastructure that generates value from wastewater

enues from the urban water utility to progressively decouple

rather than providing only wastewater treatment system in

it from donor agencies. In the short- to medium-term,

areas without these facilities. For example, Saﬁ Sana

GWCL needs to focus on signiﬁcantly reducing non-revenue

Ghana generates compost and energy from faecal sludge

water and most importantly improving revenue collection.

to improve crop yields, reduce pollution and provide reliable

User tariffs may not necessarily need to be increased if

energy (Safi Sana ). Expanding this and other similar

non-revenue water is lowered and revenue collection rate

waste-to-value projects to other parts of the country will

is signiﬁcantly improved. Investments towards replacement

ensure better wastewater management and improved

of old water infrastructure and construction of new ones

health outcomes.

should be considered. This can be achieved with private

Development of a harmonised set of indicators to moni-

ﬁnancing for the sector. To attract private investments into

tor progress in drinking water supply is also crucial. These

the water sector would require an improvement in its com-

indicators must, among others, be based on water quality

mercial efﬁciency by reducing water losses and increasing

information on drinking water sources rather than reporting

revenue collection rates. Moreover, with the recent oil dis-

only on improved or unimproved drinking water sources.

coveries in the country, the government should increase its

Adaptation strategies such as water and wastewater recycling,

allocation of national resources to support the water sector

rainwater harvesting, and efﬁcient water use techniques also

to gradually decouple the sector from external support.

need to be adopted in the face of climate change.

The well-organised institutional framework and policy

A critical look at the strategies towards ensuring the

direction for the country’s water sector and subsectors is a

human right to water is necessary. Among others, there is
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the need to formulate national legislation to support the

the country must be developed based on extensive studies

implementation of this international law nationwide

of global best practices to ensure effective implementation.

backed by a comprehensive learning agenda which will
inform the adoption of appropriate strategies.
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