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[bookmark: _Toc223294551]Introduction 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a global framework for addressing interconnected social, economic and environmental challenges by 2030. Among these, United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 3 and 6 are particularly significant, as health and water security underpin human development, equity and resilience. SDG 3 Good Health and Wellbeing seek to ensure healthy lives for all through reducing maternal and child mortality, tackling communicable and non-communicable diseases, strengthening mental health provision and achieving universal health coverage. SDG 6 Clean Water and Sanitation complement this ambition by promoting equitable access to safe drinking water, sanitation and sustainable water management (United Nations, 2015). Together, these goals recognise that health outcomes are inseparable from environmental conditions, governance systems and social determinants.
This report critically examines SDG 3 and SDG 6 across global, national (United Kingdom) and local (Birmingham) contexts. It explores the effectiveness of international frameworks, including initiatives led by the World Health Organisation and evaluates how national policies such as the NHS model and UK environmental strategies operationalise these goals. By analysing persistent inequalities, governance fragmentation and funding limitations, the report highlights the gap between policy ambition and implementation. Ultimately, it argues that achieving sustainable health and water security requires integrated, preventative and equity focused approaches that address structural determinants beyond healthcare and infrastructure alone.
[bookmark: _Toc223294552]SDG 3 Good Health and Wellbeing
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) aims to ensure healthy lives and well-being for all by 2030. It addresses maternal mortality, communicable and non-communicable diseases, mental health and substance misuse (United Nations, 2015). The goal prioritises reducing maternal deaths, ending preventable newborn and under-five deaths and combating epidemics such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria and neglected tropical diseases while tackling hepatitis and other infectious illnesses.
SDG 3 also focuses on reducing premature mortality from non-communicable diseases and promoting mental well-being through prevention, treatment and integrated health services. Substance abuse, including harmful alcohol use, is highlighted due to its global health impact (WHO, 2022a).
Universal health coverage is central, ensuring access to quality health services, medicines and vaccines without financial hardship (World Health Organisation, 2023). Achieving SDG 3 requires stronger health systems, equitable funding and global cooperation, reducing health inequalities, enhancing resilience and supporting sustainable development worldwide (United Nations, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc223294553]Global Policies and Initiatives of SDG 3
At the global level, SDG 3 is supported by international policy frameworks and initiatives aimed at improving health equity and outcomes worldwide. The United Nations’ 2030 Agenda provides normative direction, while the World Health Organisation (WHO) plays a central role through Universal Health Coverage (UHC) programs, vaccination initiatives, disease surveillance and the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO, 2018). These initiatives have contributed to reductions in child mortality and better control of infectious diseases such as malaria and HIV. Global policies also promote research, equitable access to affordable vaccines and medicines and strengthening health workforce and financing, particularly in low-income countries (World Bank, 2020). However, critical evaluation reveals persistent inequities: low-income countries often face fiscal constraints, workforce shortages and infrastructure gaps, while global funding mechanisms rely heavily on voluntary contributions, limiting sustainability (Gostin et al., 2019). Vaccine inequity during COVID-19 highlighted power imbalances and uneven access to essential health technologies (Lancet Commission, 2022). While global governance frameworks guide national strategies and international cooperation, their lack of enforcement mechanisms results in variable commitment, underscoring the need for both stronger support and accountability to achieve SDG 3 targets.
[bookmark: _Toc223294554]National Context (United Kingdom)
In the National Health Service (NHS), SDG 3 is operationalised through a model of universal healthcare free at the point of use, a principle that has historically contributed to improved life expectancy and relatively low levels of catastrophic health expenditure compared to other high-income countries (OECD, 2023). This model remains central to the UK’s health system and is reinforced by the NHS Long Term Plan, which prioritises prevention, digital innovation, mental health expansion and reducing inequalities (UK Government Web Archive, 2025).Initiatives such as the Core20PLUS5 framework further aim to address disparities by targeting the most deprived 20% of the population (NHS England, 2021). However, significant challenges persist. Waiting times have increased due to workforce shortages and funding pressures (The King’s Fund, 2023), while life expectancy improvements have stalled, particularly in deprived areas (ONS, 2023). The Marmot Review highlights widening health inequalities in England, linking them to austerity policies and reductions in public health funding after 2010, which disproportionately affected vulnerable communities and undermined prevention strategies (Marmot et al., 2020). Mental health provision also remains uneven, with rising demand exceeding service capacity (NHS England, 2024). Although the NHS model aligns strongly with SDG 3 principles, persistent structural socioeconomic inequalities demonstrate that healthcare provision alone is insufficient to achieve equitable and sustainable wellbeing outcomes. 
[bookmark: _Toc223294555]Local Context (Birmingham)
Birmingham exhibits significant health disparities linked to deprivation. According to Birmingham City Council (2021), life expectancy varies considerably between wards, reflecting socioeconomic inequalities rates of obesity, cardiovascular disease and respiratory illness are higher in more deprived areas.
The Social Determinants of Health Dahlgren and Whitehead, 1991 model illustrates how income, housing quality, employment and environmental exposure influence health outcomes (Marmot et al., 2020). In Birmingham, poor housing conditions and air pollution contribute to adverse respiratory outcomes (Birmingham City Council, 2024). While local public health initiatives aim to reduce inequalities, limited funding and structural deprivation constrain effectiveness.  
[bookmark: _Toc223294556]Critical Evaluation
While SDG 3 policy frameworks demonstrate strong strategic ambition, three key limitations emerge:
1. Persistent inequalities: Health disparities remain entrenched despite targeted frameworks.
2. Reactive funding: Investments often surge during crises (e.g., COVID-19) but decline afterward, limiting sustainability.
3. Fragmented governance: Weak coordination between health, housing and environmental sectors reduces overall effectiveness (DISD, 2024).
Without upstream interventions addressing income inequality and environmental risks, achieving SDG 3 targets in full remains unlikely.
 
[bookmark: _Toc223294557]Recommendations for SDG 3
· Increase investment in preventative public health: Prioritise sustained funding for prevention services, particularly in deprived Birmingham wards.
· Enhance integration between health and local authorities: Strengthen collaboration between NHS services and local government to support community based mental health initiatives and chronic disease prevention programmes.
· Embed Health in All Policies (HiAP): Ensure that housing quality, employment and environmental risk policies are integrated into health strategies to address structural determinants. 
· Strengthen local authority funding: Provide targeted resources to reduce regional health inequalities.
· Promote community empowerment: Expand initiatives that improve self-efficacy and engagement at the local level.
· Address structural determinants: Recognise that universal healthcare alone will not eliminate health inequalities; broader social, economic and environmental factors must be tackled.
[bookmark: _Toc223294558]Overview of SDG 6 Clean Water and Sanitation 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 6 aims to ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all by 2030, addressing safe and affordable drinking water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), water quality improvement, water use efficiency, integrated water resources management, ecosystem protection, international cooperation and community participation (United Nations, 2023; United Nations, 2025). Despite measurable progress, significant global disparities persist 2.2 billion people still lack safely managed drinking water and 3.4 billion lack safely managed sanitation services, highlighting deep equity and implementation gaps (United Nations, 2025).
SDG 6 is closely linked to World Health Organisation priorities and broader health goals, particularly SDG 3 Good Health and Well Being as inadequate water and sanitation increase the risk of infectious diseases, child mortality, psychological stress and financial hardship (WHO, 2023). Climate change, rapid urbanisation, population growth and pollution further intensify water scarcity and degrade freshwater ecosystems, especially in low income and water stressed regions. Moreover, water use efficiency remains low in many countries and progress in implementing integrated water resources management (IWRM) is uneven and slow (United Nations, 2025). Achieving SDG 6 therefore requires strengthened governance frameworks, sustainable financing, technological innovation, reliable data systems and inclusive participation to secure water resources while protecting ecosystems for future generations.
[bookmark: _Toc223294559]Global Policies and Initiatives of SDG 6
One of the global initiatives is the SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework (2020) it is a UN initiative that aims to quickly improve access to safe water and sanitation for everyone by 2030. It supports the Water Action Agenda a key outcome of the UN 2023 Water Conference (UN Water, 2020). Another global initiative is the International Decade for Action on Water 2018 to 2028 provide a structured roadmap for universal water and sanitation access Yet (United Nations, 2018) Yet progress is highly uneven for example in high income regions such as Europe, safely managed drinking water coverage is very high above 90%, while in Sub Saharan Africa only about 27 % of the population has access to safely managed drinking water  and sanitation coverage remains extremely low reflecting significant disparities due to limited infrastructure, weak governance and financing gaps (SDG Report, 2020). Policies promoting integrated water resource management often fail locally because of insufficient coordination between national and community level actors. Furthermore, monitoring mechanisms inadequately capture regional disparities, obscuring gaps in implementation (Lukat et al, 2023). While these global frameworks are aspirational and provide critical guidance the stark regional inequities and limited accountability suggest that achieving SDG 6 by 2030 requires more targeted, context specific strategies and investments.
The chart below shows proportion of population using safely managed drinking water services in 2025.
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(Unep.org, 2025)


 



[bookmark: _Toc223294560]SDG 6 in National Context (United Kingdom)
In the United Kingdom, several policies aim to advance SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), notably the Plan for Water and the Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) 2025. The Plan for Water adopts a catchment-based approach to enhance water quality, reduce leakage and ensure long-term supply resilience, supported by infrastructure investment and stronger enforcement powers (Defra, 2023). The EIP 2025 reinforces these measures with legally binding targets under the Environment Act 2021, including reducing storm overflows, improving wastewater management and introducing mandatory water efficiency labelling from 2026 (Defra, 2025). Drainage and Wastewater Management Plans (DWMPs) also require water companies to prepare 25-year strategies addressing sewage capacity and climate risks (Drainage and Wastewater Management Plan, 2023). However, progress is questioned: the Office for Environmental Protection reports insufficient improvements in river health and pollution reduction (OEP, 2024), while the National Audit Office highlights fragmented governance and gaps in infrastructure planning (NAO, 2025). Thus, despite alignment with SDG 6, implementation and investment challenges may hinder achieving 2030 targets.
[bookmark: _Toc223294561]SDG 6 Local Context (Birmingham City)
Birmingham City Council integrates water management into its Local Flood Risk Management Strategy and Surface Water Management Plan (SWMP), focusing on flood mitigation, surface water control and water quality improvements (BCC, 2025). The city mandates sustainable drainage systems (SuDS) in new developments to manage runoff, protect rivers and enhance biodiversity aligning with SDG 6 objectives. Partnerships with Severn Trent Water have enabled over £680 million in storm overflow upgrades, reducing untreated sewage discharge and improving monitoring (Stwater.co.uk, 2016). Environment Agency initiatives, such as the Bourn Flood Risk Management Scheme, protect communities along the River Rea (GOV.UK, 2024).
Local authorities also oversee water safety planning and public health responses. Community engagement programmes promote hygiene awareness, particularly in vulnerable populations (LGA, 2025). Reflecting the Social Determinants of Health and Health Belief Model 1950 frameworks by linking water security to disease prevention, child development and perceived risk management.
Challenges remain due to ageing infrastructure, urban density and multi-agency governance, limiting full SDG 6 achievement.

[bookmark: _Toc223294562]Critical Evaluation of SDG 6
SDG 6 sets ambitious water and sanitation goals, but structural flaws hinder real impact. Voluntary reporting and self-determined targets create weak accountability and poor comparability. Chronic financing shortfalls leave critical infrastructure underfunded, while fragmented multi-level governance, evident in places like the UK and Birmingham, diffuses responsibility and reduces effectiveness. Policies often prioritise short-term fixes over climate-resilient, long-term planning. Despite lofty intentions, SDG 6 progress largely signals normative ambition rather than measurable, equitable outcomes, highlighting a gap between rhetoric and practical delivery in achieving universal water security and sustainable sanitation.
[bookmark: _Toc223294563]Recommendations
1. Strengthen Accountability Mechanisms: Establish binding performance indicators and independent monitoring linked to environmental and public health outcomes to ensure timely action and transparency.
2. Enhance Equitable Financing Models: Mobilise blended finance combining public private and international funds with safeguards to prevent cost burdens on vulnerable communities.
3. Invest in Climate-Resilient Infrastructure: Prioritise long-term upgrades in urban and rural sanitation systems that incorporate projected climate stressors.
4. Improve Multi-Level Governance Coordination: Clarify roles and communication between national regulators, local authorities (e.g. Birmingham) and water providers to reduce fragmentation.
5. [bookmark: _Toc223294564]Expand Community Participation: Strengthen local stakeholder involvement in planning and monitoring to achieve context-specific solutions and build civic ownership of water resources. 




Conclusion
In conclusion, United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 3 and 6 provide an integrated framework linking health, water security and sustainable development across global, national and local levels. While United Kingdom policies such as the NHS model and environmental legislation demonstrate strong alignment with these goals, persistent inequalities, funding constraints and fragmented governance continue to hinder full realisation. In Birmingham, socioeconomic deprivation, environmental pressures and ageing infrastructure further illustrate the gap between strategic ambition and lived reality. Globally, voluntary accountability mechanisms and uneven resource distribution limit progress, particularly in lower-income regions. Achieving SDG 3 and SDG 6 by 2030 therefore requires sustained preventative investment, stronger regulatory enforcement and deeper integration across health, environmental and social policy sectors. Ultimately, equitable health and water security depend not only on service provision, but on addressing the structural determinants that shape vulnerability, resilience and long-term sustainability. 
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