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Minutes

of the hearing on “Guaranteeing the right to access to drinking water” held
on Thursday, 4 June 2026, in Athens

Ms Saskia Kluit, Chairperson, opened the hearing and welcomed Dr Dionysia Theodora Avgerinopoulou, Chair of
the Special Standing Committee on Environmental Protection of the Greek Parliament, Mr Scoullos Michael,
Professor Emeritus, Laboratory of Environmental Chemistry and Ms Claire Nicolet, Deputy Cell Manager Emergency
Cell, MSF (Doctors without borders) (online).

The Committee welcomed Ms Claire Nicolet who joined the meeting online and presented, with her collaborator,
Mr Odey Almanaseer, the conclusions of the report published by MSF in 2026, Water as a Weapon — Israel’s
destruction and deprivation of water and sanitation in Gaza, based on direct observations by MSF in the Gaza Strip
as well as on the analysis of data collected by MSF and other field actors.

According to the data collected, nearly 89% of water and sanitation infrastructure had been damaged or destroyed.
Access to safe drinking water had become extremely limited, as distribution networks had been severely disrupted
or completely destroyed. As a result, many families had been forced to rely on unsafe or contaminated water sources,
significantly increasing health risks. At the same time, the price of water had increased by approximately 500%.
Experts stressed that access to clean water had become a matter of daily survival. Residents had to wait for long
hours to obtain water from tanker trucks, while sewage systems had been destroyed and basic hygiene products
had become scarce. The situation had been further aggravated by the overcrowding of displacement camps, whose
capacity had been greatly exceeded. Winter weather conditions, marked by flooding and strong winds, had made
these sites particularly hazardous. Faced with the scarcity of resources, families had often prioritized access to
drinking water at the expense of food or personal hygiene. MSF medical teams had observed a significant increase
in diarrhoeal diseases, skin infections, scabies, and other illnesses linked to the lack of clean water and adequate
sanitation conditions. One in four people in Gaza, primarily children, had been suffering from diarrhoea. Beyond
public health concerns, the experts emphasized the violations of human dignity. The absence of private spaces for
washing or using toilets had been contrary to the population’s cultural and religious norms. Persons with disabilities
had faced additional obstacles in accessing the available facilities. They also referred to the security risks faced by
civilians while collecting water or food, including violence that could occur in queues, particularly against children. In
conclusion, the speakers stressed that the restrictions imposed on humanitarian aid and the damage inflicted on
essential infrastructure had forced the inhabitants of Gaza to live in extremely precarious conditions, with serious
consequences for their health, safety, and dignity. On behalf of MSF, they called for the protection of civilian
infrastructure, particularly drinking water and sanitation networks, safe and sustained humanitarian access, the
restoration of essential services, and the protection of civilians and humanitarian workers.

The Committee continued with a hearing with the participation of Mr Michael Scoullos.

The speaker recalled that, as early as Ancient Greece, health had been recognised as a goddess. Despite the
progress achieved in certain regions of the world, particularly in Europe and the Mediterranean basin, Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 3 had remained far from being achieved. None of the 13 targets under this goal had even
been on track. Nearly half of them had been progressing very slowly or had even regressed. This situation had been
attributed to a series of crises, including the Covid-19 pandemic, environmental factors, and severe global funding
shortages. The most alarming indicators had concerned maternal and child mortality. Although 133 countries had
achieved the targets relating to under-five mortality, the global maternal mortality rate had remained extremely high.
More than 700 women had died every day from preventable pregnancy-related causes, a figure three times higher
than the target set by the SDGs. With regard to communicable diseases, efforts to eradicate epidemics such as
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AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis had slowed down or even reversed. At the same time, childhood vaccination
coverage for essential immunizations had fallen below pre-pandemic levels. As for non-communicable diseases,
more than 18 million people under the age of 70 had died prematurely each year. The goal of reducing premature
mortality from these diseases by one third by 2030 had been considered out of reach. Regarding universal health
coverage, more than half of the world’s population had still lacked access to essential health services. In Western
societies in particular, hypertension, obesity, diabetes, depression, age-related fractures, melanoma, breast cancer,
and asthma had become more common than they had been thirty years earlier. This trend might have been linked
to a shift in the evolutionary paradigm, namely the mismatch hypothesis, which emphasised the discrepancy
between our genetic heritage and our way of life.

Regarding water quality, the expert emphasised that significant progress had been made in many parts of the world,
particularly in the Mediterranean region, thanks to the implementation of recommendations issued by the World
Health Organization, European legislation, and other international regulatory frameworks. However, even within the
Mediterranean region, 15 million people had still lacked access to safe water. At the global level, the world had
remained far from achieving SDG 6 by 2030, as 2.2 billion people were projected to remain without safely managed
drinking water services, 3.4 billion were expected to lack access to safely managed sanitation services, and 1.7
billion were projected to be deprived of basic hygiene services at home. Water quality extended beyond
microbiological parameters alone to encompass all kinds of pollutants, including chemical substances originating
from industrial emissions, various discharges, agricultural runoff, and other human activities. The example of
widespread pollution ranging from macroplastics to microplastics and nanoplastics had been particularly illustrative.
In addition, disasters and catastrophes such as armed conflicts, forest fires, floods, and hurricanes had mobilized
and transported large quantities of harmful substances into aquatic environments, further aggravating water
pollution.

Issues relating to water quality depended on the “health of ecosystems” and were linked to phenomena such as
overconsumption in certain regions and the worsening of water scarcity. Nearly half of the world’s population,
including in some parts of the Mediterranean basin, had experienced severe water shortages during at least part of
the year. Part of the solution had rested on the proper treatment and reuse of wastewater, as well as on desalination.
Nevertheless, only 56% of domestic wastewater had been safely treated. At the same time, transboundary
cooperation in the field of water had remained fragile, although a number of highly promising initiatives had existed.
In the Mediterranean region, these had included the Water-Energy-Food-Ecosystems Nexus (WEFE Nexus)
approach, the Source-to-Sea Continuum Strategy, recently endorsed by the Barcelona Convention and the
Mediterranean Action Plan of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP/MAP), as well as initiatives
supported by the Union for the Mediterranean, the WES programme, the Global Water Partnership — Mediterranean
(GWP-Med), and the PRIMA programme.

The Committee then heard from Ms Dionysia Theodora Avgerinopoulou.

The speaker recalled that water constituted not only the foundation of life and human health, but also an essential
factor for food security, economic development, environmental protection, and peace, particularly in the
Mediterranean region. Water insecurity had remained one of the major challenges of the twenty-first century. SDG
6 had suffered from a chronic lack of funding; as water was still largely regarded as a public good, private investment
had remained insufficient. She stressed that parliaments and public authorities should have relied more extensively
on scientific evidence to adapt legislative frameworks to the multiple risks affecting water quality and public health,
including the worsening of droughts and floods as a result of climate change, industrial and agricultural pollution,
and contamination by pharmaceuticals, plastics, microplastics, and other pollutants.

She drew attention to the persistent inequalities in access to safe drinking water, including in developed countries.
She referred to the situation of certain Roma communities in Greece that had faced difficulties in accessing clean
water, as well as that of isolated villages in mountainous regions where available resources had not been sufficient
to meet basic domestic needs for drinking water and sanitation.

Greece has increasingly faced the consequences of climate change on water availability. Authorities are observing
decreased rainfall in some regions, a shift in its seasonal distribution, an increase in extreme weather events, and
heightened competition among different water uses, particularly for agriculture and tourism. The Greek islands have
been especially vulnerable due to the extended tourist season, which significantly increases pressure on local
resources. In response to these challenges, Greece has undertaken substantial investments to modernize supply
networks, improve irrigation efficiency, develop wastewater reuse, and strengthen the use of digital technologies for
water management. The speaker cited the national program "Ydor 2.0" ("Water 2.0"), a large-scale national program
for water infrastructure and irrigation, with a budget exceeding €4 billion. Efforts have also been made to diversify
water supply sources, particularly for the Athens region where almost half of the Greek population resides, as well
as investments in desalination, especially for the islands, the reuse of treated wastewater, rainwater harvesting and
the study of extreme hydrological events.
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Finally, the speaker highlighted the growing role of the Greek Parliamentary Subcommittee on Rivers, which had
become a reference point for Greek citizens, scientists, and public stakeholders on water-related issues. Her
experience led her to advocate for specialized parliamentary bodies capable of continuously monitoring issues
related to access to drinking water, the sustainable management of water resources, and their connection to public
health.

The general rapporteur on the situation of women and children in Gaza, Mr O’Reilly, asked the experts at what point
the deprivation of access to water ceased to be merely a humanitarian crisis and became a genuine instrument of
war aimed at threatening the survival of civilian populations.

Ms Ovchynnykova shared the Ukrainian experience, which had been marked by the environmental consequences
of the war. She referred to the destruction of the Kakhovka hydroelectric dam in June 2023, which she described as
one of the greatest ecological disasters in recent European history. According to her, the event caused the flooding
of numerous communities, the destruction of ecosystems, massive biodiversity losses, and significant social and
economic damage. She also highlighted the harm inflicted on the marine environment following the bombardment
of oil facilities in the Odesa region, which affected protected bird species and coastal ecosystems. Drawing on these
examples, she advocated strengthening international legal instruments aimed at preventing and punishing
environmental crimes. In particular, she called on member States to ratify the Council of Europe Convention on the
Protection of the Environment through Criminal Law and to continue efforts to improve the recognition and
prosecution of serious environmental damage committed during armed conflicts. Finally, she invited the experts to
identify new political and legal tools to prevent water and the environment from being used as weapons of war.

Ms Nicolet explained that her organization’s findings were based on field observations showing that difficulties in
accessing water extended far beyond the direct consequences of the fighting. She noted that many essential water
infrastructures had been destroyed or severely damaged, including water production and treatment facilities.
However, she emphasized above all the persistent obstacles imposed by the Israeli authorities on the delivery of
equipment, spare parts, and materials required for the operation and repair of desalination and drinking water
production facilities. According to her, although certain humanitarian goods continued to enter the Gaza Strip, the
equipment essential to the water sector remained blocked, preventing the restoration of essential services. She also
referred to the difficulties humanitarian organizations encountered in obtaining the necessary authorizations to repair
damaged water pipelines, including in cases involving urgent interventions on strategic infrastructure. In her view,
the accumulation of these obstacles demonstrated that access to water had become a central issue in the conflict
and that the deprivation of water constituted an instrument for weakening the civilian population.

Ms Avgerinopoulou recalled that access to safe drinking water constituted a fundamental human right and
emphasized that the deprivation of water in conflict zones constituted a violation of international humanitarian law
and, in certain cases, of international criminal law and environmental law. She stressed the need to ensure water
quality throughout its entire life cycle, from abstraction to post-use treatment.

Mr Scoullos drew attention to the growing degradation of water resources as a result of human activities. He pointed
out that there were now very few regions in the world, including the most remote areas such as the Arctic and
Antarctica, that did not bear the imprint of human activity. According to him, this situation compromised the quality
of water resources at their source and made water treatment necessary before consumption in most regions of the
world. He also emphasized that the reuse of wastewater had become a strategic necessity in response to the
increasing scarcity of available resources. While technological advances had made it possible to improve water
treatment performance and reduce associated energy costs, uncertainties remained regarding the long-term effects
of many micropollutants present in treated water. He referred in particular to the presence of pharmaceutical
residues, chemical substances, and nanopolutants, more than 180 of which had been identified in certain treated
wastewater sources in Greece. While calling for continued efforts to promote water reuse, particularly for green
spaces and certain agricultural activities, he stressed the need to apply the precautionary principle and to strengthen
scientific knowledge concerning these emerging contaminants. He also noted that desalination constituted an
important solution for regions facing water scarcity, although it continued to raise environmental concerns,
particularly regarding brine discharges and energy consumption. Finally, returning to the situation in Gaza, he
expressed regret over the destruction of two pilot wastewater treatment and reuse facilities that had just been
completed, illustrating the vulnerability of water infrastructure during periods of conflict and the long-term
consequences of such destruction on access to water.

In conclusion, the Chairperson recalled that access to water was particularly crucial for children in conflict zones
and emphasised the urgent need to ensure access to safe drinking water in Gaza.
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