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Abstract 

Millennium Development Goal number seven is one of the eight development goals set 

forth in 2000 by the United Nations in order to address the developmental issues that have long 

remained stagnant in their solutions. The goal, classified as the environmental sustainability goal, 

encompasses a range of issues. We decided to focus our efforts on the lack of access to safe 

drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia. After a thorough review of relevant literature, 

we concluded that the lack of access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia is 

primarily aggravated by poor governmental infrastructure in conjunction with environmental and 

geographical factors. To raise awareness about this issue, we executed an intervention that 

consisted of an informative poster session followed by a documentary and corresponding 

discussion. Our target audience was mainly students in the Global Scholars Program and North 

Quadrangle residents. Despite an oversight in creating a formal evaluative system to analyze 

intervention effectiveness, we concluded that the intervention was holistically successful. 

However, its scope was narrower than its potential, and due to logistical difficulties, our impact 

was smaller than desired. Although we recognize that awareness is a critical component in taking 

steps forward, we suggest that broader interventions be made in order to address Millennium 

Development Goal seven in the South Asian region. Moreover, in order to directly solve the 

issue of a lack of access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia, it is imperative 

that further action be taken. 

Introduction 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are a series of eight objectives set forth by 

the United Nations in 2000 that are essentially a blueprint for further instigating and increasing 

current global development. In order to track the progress of participating countries as well as 
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monitor the levels of development, the United Nations created a system of targets and indicators, 

and it is within this system that we found our focus. Our research team collectively chose to 

address the seventh MDG, which seeks to promote and reinforce global development by ensuring 

greater environmental sustainability and responsible management of Earth’s resources. More 

specifically, we decided to explore and work to achieve target C of MDG seven, which states, 

“Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking 

water and basic sanitation.” The lack of access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation is a 

problem that affects millions of people worldwide and is an especially prevalent issue in South 

Asia. In our research, we found that the issue of inadequate access to safe drinking water and 

basic sanitation in South Asia is primarily aggravated by poor governmental infrastructure in 

conjunction with environmental problems and geographical location. This lack of access has 

caused a multitude of societal and governmental tensions and negative public health effects that 

pose significant challenges to South Asian nations due to their large populations and unequal 

resource distribution. In order to combat this issue, we propose that South Asian national, 

regional, and municipal governments reform their resource allocation policies to achieve the 

MDG of environmental sustainability.   

To identify the main causes of the lack of access to safe drinking water and basic 

sanitation in South Asia, we first compiled our research into a review of the current scholarly 

literature base on the subject. Based on our findings, we determined that a lack of public 

awareness regarding water and basic sanitation issues posed significant barriers to action. 

Therefore, we decided to execute an intervention in which the main objective was to raise 

awareness about the problem among the students of the University of Michigan. We 

accomplished this by screening a documentary titled “Water Business is Good Business,” which 
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is about water distribution in India. This documentary was preceded by an introductory and 

informational poster section which was then followed by a discussion run by our Collaborative 

Group members. Based on the reactions and comments of attendees, we consider our 

intervention to be mildly successful in expanding public knowledge about water and basic 

sanitation problems in South Asia. Despite the fact that our audience was limited in number, we 

expect those who had the opportunity to learn about the issue will have left as empowered 

community members who will subsequently take action and contribute to the global effort for 

environmental sustainability. 

Literature Review 

For our group literature review process, each member of the Collaborative Group 

researched a different article to obtain a broad cross-sectional analysis of the various government 

policies, economics, and social and cultural factors that are responsible for the lack of access to 

safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia. The current literature base as a whole 

offers a comprehensive and diverse set of perspectives, which greatly enhanced our 

understanding of the issue. This expansive knowledge enabled us to convey more detailed 

information to the audience at our intervention, which increased our impact by helping us more 

effectively raise awareness in the Global Scholars Program (GSP) and North Quadrangle 

communities about the lack of access water and basic sanitation that permeates communities in 

South Asia. 

In Adaptation Strategies for Safe Drinking Water Supply in Low Lying Coastal Regions 

in Bangladesh, Azam et al. delve into the critical water supply issue in the low-lying coastal 

region of Bengal in Bangladesh. Bangladesh draws its water from rivers vulnerable to severe 

stressors from climate change and upstream activities. The country also uses a faulty pre-existing 
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management system where 97% of water supply methods are antiquated, forcing reliance on 

aquifers and shallow hand-pumped tube wells in the absence of adequate infrastructure. The 

authors performed a survey that identified the deficit of research initiatives and technological 

innovations as another principal factor hindering the proper supply of water in this area. In turn, 

the survey information supports the alternative options for safe drinking water supply proposed 

by the authors by considering three interdependent aspects: the institutional environment, 

technology and the user community. The authors suggest that communities in the region can be 

empowered through community-based management, community water enterprise and household 

demand-based management, providing them the potential to create strong communities by giving 

them the capability to manage their water supply at the local level (Azam et al 294). Even though 

the authors create detailed and simple solutions, they do not specify how to implement these 

ideas as concrete policies in such scenarios, which is problematic because it detracts from the 

credibility of the article’s conclusions. Despite this weakness, the article does argue that the 

implementation methods should result from dialogue between communities and institutions such 

as governments or non-governmental organizations, thereby including a necessary human factor 

for consideration in the larger context of water and basic sanitation issues. 

A dynamic of the clean water crisis not addressed in the previous source is the direct and 

indirect public health consequences. In his journal article Periurban Water Use, Human Health 

and Well-being, Narain attributes the growing issues regarding access to and consumption of 

uncontaminated water to the challenging institutional factors of global urbanization and the 

resulting urban sprawl. Narain explains that “many periurban settlements lack formal tenurial 

status and have no access to organized sources of drinking water, causing the residents to 

consume contaminated groundwater. This often explains the incidence of various skin diseases” 
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(Narain 1). This piece provides comprehensive, detailed insight into the reality of this public 

health issue, specifically in areas immediately outside urban centers, which is an aspect not often 

considered in the urban-focused existing literature base. Moreover, the author discusses the 

issue’s effects not only on a personal level, such as individual health and consumer safety, but 

also on a broader level, including factory sustainability and governmental policy. The public 

health effects of the absence of clean water access are wide-reaching yet often vary by locality, 

and must therefore be evaluated from many scholarly perspectives and at many different levels to 

gain a complete understanding of the issue. In addition to Narain’s paper, Jia-Qian Jiang et al.’s 

article Arsenic Contaminated Groundwater and Its Treatment Options in Bangladesh also deals 

with negative public health issues from unsafe drinking water, with a focus on the issue of 

arsenic contamination. The article establishes the severity of the issue by explaining that “up to 

77 million people in Bangladesh have been exposed to toxic levels of arsenic from drinking 

water” (Jiang et al. 18). The article then rigorously discusses possible solutions that could reduce 

the amount of arsenic people consume from the water, such as removing arsenic through 

“layered double hydroxide” and “natural and modified zeolites and clays” (36). Jia-Qian Jiang et 

al.’s focus on both arsenic contamination and solutions to reduce it complements Narain’s insight 

on governmental policy and institutional factors. Together, these articles provide a holistic 

evaluation of the public health effects of this issue. 

Beyond the societal, governmental, and public health repercussions of inadequate water 

and basic sanitation access in South Asia – all of which were covered in the previous articles – 

policies concerning resource allocation must also be considered. The existing literature base 

often maintains that geographical location and financial situation are the main causes of the 

regional water crisis, although D. Whittington’s essay, Municipal water pricing and tariff 
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design: a reform agenda for South Asia, explains that the policies of South Asian national 

governments further exacerbate the scarcity and can be reformed to alleviate the problem instead. 

The essay posits that the main obstacles in the case of South Asia are that the current water 

tariffs in most cities in the region are not generating sufficient revenues to outweigh financial 

costs to utilities, are not sending the correct economic signals to households, and are not helping 

the majority of the poor households. Whittington’s recommended reforms include: (1) expanding 

the customer base and metering connections for better pricing policy implementation; (2) 

changing household, industrial and commercial water bill calculation; and (3) implementing 

policies to protect poor households during the reform process. Whittington’s policy reform 

suggestions are highly valid and unique in that he drafted reforms for an existing institution 

instead of creating a new method to help alleviate the problem. However, the essay is limited in 

that it does not reach a conclusion on whether institutional reform or pricing and subsidy reform 

should be accomplished first. 

Exemplifying the poor infrastructure and policies explored in the Whittington essay, the 

1999 report Initiating and Sustaining Water Reforms: A Synthesis by The World Bank and the 

Government of India proposes an innovative combination of administrative, institutional, and 

economic solutions based on India’s widespread water problems. The proposed reforms 

primarily concern devolving national government control over water resources to regional 

governments and non-governmental organizations, which would better tailor management 

policies to local conditions. They also advocate the facilitation of greater cooperation and 

involvement of stakeholders and citizens by strengthening regional and grassroots-level 

institutions, as well as better balancing water usage between domestic, agricultural, and 

industrial spheres of water usage to supply society’s functional needs (“Reforms” 46). In 
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comparison to other sources, this article gives local governments and organizations more 

authority to manage the resources in their area, empowers people to take responsibility for their 

local environment, and creates a more people-centric view of the water scarcity issue, aligning 

more closely to the Millennium Development Goals’ focus on human impacts over governmental 

challenges. A 2007 article titled Whose scarcity? Whose property? The case of water in western 

India by Lyla Mehta, takes a more controversial stance, arguing that causes beyond 

environmental problems must be considered when examining the availability of safe drinking 

water. Focusing on the region of Kutch, India, Mehta’s case study is significant because it 

identifies how people in power - politicians, business constituencies and irrigators - mislead the 

population to believe the lack of water in some regions of the peninsula is primarily due to low 

rainfall, when in actuality it is a result of human activities such as the exploitation of aquifers by 

the highest castes. This institutionalized societal manipulation is not addressed in the other 

policy-related articles, thereby strengthening the literature base by offering a more cynical and 

realistic perspective of governmental water allocation policies than those discussed in both 

Whittington’s article and the World Bank and India’s report. It is imperative to keep in mind that 

the results presented in certain articles may not be representative of South Asia as a whole, as 

previous articles focus on different scopes. However, despite the fact that articles may or may 

not explore different topics, the policy solutions presented retain their validity because of the 

region-wide nature of the core issues. 

        Following this comprehensive examination of various scholarly sources and academic 

literature, we concluded that the global issue of the inaccessibility to safe drinking water and 

basic sanitation is a direct result of environmental factors, geographic instigators, and inadequate 

governmental policies. To counter this problem, the governing bodies of South Asia must 
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drastically transform their policies in order to fulfill the seventh Millennium Development Goal 

and create a better world for tomorrow’s generation. Although governmental actions often 

exacerbate the severity of water and sanitation crises in South Asia, government policy also 

holds the greatest potential to address water scarcity with system-wide water allocation and 

management reforms. South Asian nations do have the capability to successfully manage their 

water resources, and while complete system reforms will not be easy to accomplish, they are 

necessary and feasible with strong government leadership and initiative. 

Method 

        Our group initially came up with several different ideas for our intervention, such as 

having a poster session or hosting a dialogue on the topic. After hearing different perspectives 

from members and holding a group vote, we eventually decided to focus on a movie screening. 

Our main focus for the project was to raise awareness of our topic, and we believed that a 

documentary would be an effective way to make people more informed about the issue of poor 

water and sanitation access. Furthermore, we also decided to incorporate the poster session 

before showing the movie as a way to introduce the issue and provide background information 

on the topic to attendees with little prior knowledge. We also formatted the post-screening 

dialogue to reflect on topics from the film and inspire attendees to think about solutions to this 

issue. 

        We came up with possible movie ideas by having everybody in our Collaborative Group 

select one potential film. After watching segments of each film, all of which were available 

online, we decided on the documentary “Water Business is Good Business” by Sanjay Barnela. 

This documentary was chosen because it illustrates the different causes of the lack of access to 

clean drinking water in some regions of India, many of which are similar topics to those we 
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analyzed in our literature review. In this way, we were able to synthesize our learning from 

earlier in our Research Action Project (RAP) design process, build on our knowledge, and share 

this information effectively with our audience. In addition, the documentary also shows some 

examples of how this problem is being addressed in the country. 

        To execute our intervention efficiently, we delegated tasks to each group member. We 

created three posters with two people working on each of them. The first poster was about our 

intervention, the second poster addressed the causes of the lack of access to safe drinking water 

and sanitation in South Asia, and the third poster presented some root causes and suggestions to 

solve the issue. For advertising, we made an announcement about our event during a GSP 

lecture, created flyers and posted them around Central Campus, and we created a Facebook event 

for our movie screening. Our event was held in North Quadrangle because it allows us better 

access to our target community of GSP scholars and North Quadrangle residents, and we felt that 

people in the North Quadrangle residential community would be a good audience for the movie. 

We also provided snacks as an incentive to attend. The GSP office provided funding for the food 

and some materials for creating the posters. The office also booked our room for the event. We 

implemented the intervention on Wednesday March 25th, 2015, from 8:30pm to 9:40pm in Room 

2155 North Quadrangle. We allocated the first 20 minutes to the poster exhibition, the next 30 

minutes to the movie screening, and the final 20 minutes to the discussion. The following 

questions were presented to the group to lead the discussion: “What do you think about the 

solutions presented by the documentary to solve the problem?” and “What additional solutions 

would you propose?” These questions were designed to be open-ended enough to allow room for 

unstructured individual reflection and critical thinking, yet specific enough to prompt discussants 

to think in terms of which solutions work and what needs to be changed about how the issues are 
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currently addressed in South Asia. We intended for our questions to set up the right frame of 

mind to empower our attendees to take action themselves on the issue of water and sanitation 

availability, thereby ensuring a sustainable impact from our intervention. 

Results 

        After all the hard work and preparation we put into our intervention, we were rewarded 

with a substantial payoff. Around 20 people attended the event, although a few people only 

stayed for the poster session. This number was smaller than what we anticipated, indicating that 

the impact of our intervention was somewhat limited. Still, the people who did come seemed to 

enjoy and benefit from the event. 

The poster session was a success. Almost everybody gave positive feedback on the 

posters. Some of the input we received was that the posters were informative and well-designed, 

leading us to believe that valuable information was taken away from our event. Unfortunately, 

the post-movie discussion was not very strong. Most of the people at the event did not participate 

in it as actively as we had hoped, so the conversation was rather brief. Still, the lack of 

discussion was not an indicator of people disliking the film, but rather of information processing 

and reflection at an individual level. 

Many people who attended the event enjoyed the film for several reasons. Some 

attendees described the film as credible because it simply gave facts about the situation and 

provided a view of people grappling with water and sanitation issues in a South Asian context 

rather than sensationalizing the issue or taking a melodramatic approach to the documentary. The 

documentary was also not too long, and was therefore not repetitive but made all the main points 

very clear. This film selection helped to better hold attendees’ attention and therefore enabled 
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more engaged dialogue at the end of the event compared to the limited level of dialogue that 

would have been possible had we chosen a different documentary. 

Discussion 

In addition to the comments about the realism of the film, there were several opinions 

from event participants regarding our intervention as a whole. Collectively, these responses have 

been positive. The goal of our intervention was to raise awareness on the growing water crisis in 

that region of the world, and based on the feedback we received from the event’s participants, we 

believe our intervention accomplished our goal of informing people on our topic. 

Most of our results focus on the effectiveness of various aspects of the event. One such 

area is the actual film. The most compelling part of the movie was how it focused on spending 

time with people in urban areas and rural villages who were struggling to obtain clean water. It 

gave these people a voice, and their perspectives made the film accessible to our audience. It can 

be hard to understand an issue when only given information from an objective viewpoint. 

Therefore, the humanizing approach that the film took is most likely what made our audience 

enjoy it, and it is also why people were expressing opinions that the film felt authentic. 

The poster session was a supplementary but significantly educational and beneficial 

component of our RAP. By allowing a generous amount of time during which CG members and 

guests could view, study, discuss, and question the content on the informational posters, we were 

able to have substantial and meaningful dialogues about this global issue and what we can do to 

help solve it. The poster session also highlighted the importance of relationship building in 

camps such as problem solving and conflict resolution. In the film, a key strategy to working 

together to provide citizens of India with clean water was highlighted: relationship building was 

essential to creating meaningful communication, effective solutions, and forward progress. The 
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group conversations and relationship building which occurred by way of the poster session is 

analogous to the aforementioned concept. 

However, we did encounter several problems with our intervention. One issue was the 

way we measured our intervention’s impact. Our feedback was mostly based on asking people 

what they thought of the event. Their responses were enough for us to determine how successful 

our event was, but it was too informal. We believe that we should have asked people to fill out a 

survey before they left the film screening, which would have allowed us to quantify their 

enjoyment of the event and the amount of information they believe they learned. A survey would 

have given us more concrete data than the feedback we did receive, and it would have helped us 

better gauge the effectiveness of our intervention in raising awareness of our topic. 

The issue of measuring feedback ties into a larger problem of logistics, which in turn 

affected the number of people who came to the event. While the turnout was satisfactory, we still 

hoped more people would have attended the event. The timing of our movie screening could 

have played a factor in our low attendance because it took place on a Wednesday evening, a time 

when many people are busy. If we had held our event on another day such as a Saturday or 

Sunday, more people may have come. Another possible reason is that we started advertising our 

event later than we should have due to time restraints. If we had put up flyers earlier and posted 

more frequently on social media applications, then we could have had a larger turnout. Overall, if 

we could repeat the planning process, we would be sure to being advertising our event earlier. 

Another sector in which our CG could have improved upon with our RAP is the scope--

the reach and impact of our group’s efforts. In retrospect, the idea that we could have done more 

as a CG to actively and directly work to help solve the issue in one part of South Asia. 

Throughout the planning process, we had discussed reaching out to the greater University and 
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Ann Arbor community, incorporating some sort of fundraising aspect, or partnering with a not-

for-profit organization such as Charity: Water in order to see our efforts more tangibly and 

positively impact the demographic which we were attempting to aid through this intervention. 

Our decision to facilitate the documentary screening limited our impact in some pretty 

significant ways, both in terms of the number of people we reached and the level of difference 

we made in the lives of the target community we were trying to help. 

Implications 

        Even though our scope was not as large as we had hoped, our movie screening, poster 

session, and dialogue follow-up were all able to raise awareness on the issues surrounding access 

to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia. Attendees have a better understanding 

of our MDG seven on environmental sustainability, the root causes of water disparity in South 

Asia, and possible solutions for the issue from watching the documentary and reading our 

posters. We did not garner as much feedback as expected during the brief post-movie dialogue, 

but our event has sparked further interest on the topic of water disparity in South Asia. Now that 

the foundation of raising awareness has been laid, we hope that the increased curiosity will cause 

the event’s participants to share what they have learned with their peers and even continue with 

his or her own activism on campus and in the world. 

Conclusion 

The lack of access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia is a very 

serious issue and is caused by a multitude of different problems, including poor governmental 

infrastructure, environmental problems, and geographical location. This issue has led to 

widespread negative health effects in the population. Our intervention aimed to raise awareness 

about the issue and its causes, and then discuss possible solution to these aspects. Despite the 



Abdalla Martins et al. 14 
 

positive results for event participants, the impact of our intervention was intrinsically limited 

because we chose to only focus on telling people about the issue instead of finding ways to 

directly donate to the region. In light of our results, we propose that other interventions aim for a 

more substantial impact than raising awareness. Doing so would make a strong contribution to 

addressing the lack of access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation in South Asia and in 

other water-scarce regions of the world, which will help achieve the Millennium Development 

Goals. 
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