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Background information 
	  
Greenpeace has spent decades working towards the elimination of toxic discharges into air, 
soil and water. While there is still a long way to go towards securing clean water ecosystems in 
the Global North, the Toxic Water Campaign is now focused on water pollution in the Global 
South, where imminent – and potentially devastating – problems threaten rivers and waterways 
that support the lives of billions of people.  
 
Hazardous chemicals have a diverse range of negative effects – not only for humans, but for all 
living creatures. They can cause cancer, affect the hormone system, or be harmful to the 
reproductive system. Whether the polluted water is the sea, a river, or the ‘local sea’ in our own 
bodies, where our cells live – the impacts can be severe.  
 
Clean water is a basic human right. At the same time, it is one of the world’s most 
threatened resources. Securing clean water for current and future generations will not only 
reduce the potential for social unrest, but also contribute towards a sustainable and fairer 
development of emerging economies. 
 
Corporations and other polluters have no right to treat water bodies and resources as their 
private sewers. This campaign will push for corporate responsibility and environmental 
justice. 
 
 

What can I do to contribute towards the solution? 
 
This is a new global campaign and we're going to need your help. Please sign up to receive our 
free monthly newsletter that will keep you informed about this campaign - and our other 
work across the world. 

 
Together we can help raise awareness about the urgent need for a Toxic-Free Future and the 
huge costs – to people, the environment and the wider economy – of continuing to release 
toxic poison into our water supplies. More than this, as global citizens, we can also pressure 
industry and governments to make the right choices for both current and future generations to 
protect our precious waterways, the livelihoods of the people and wildlife that depend on them, 
and the life-sustaining resources they provide. 
 

http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/toxics/water/what-you-can-do/
http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/campaigns/toxics/water/what-you-can-do/


 
 

 
Questions & Answers 
 
How does the Toxic Water Campaign fit into the larger Toxic Campaign? 
 
The overall aim of Greenpeace’s Toxic campaign is to eliminate the use and release of all hazardous chemicals, and 
the Toxic Water Project is working towards this goal by highlighting the problems caused by water pollution from 
hazardous chemicals.  
 
What is the goal of the Toxic Water Campaign?  
 
Greenpeace is calling on governments and corporations to commit to a Toxic-Free Future, by taking urgent, 
transparent and precautionary action to eliminate the use and releases of all hazardous substances into the aquatic 
environment. 
 
The Toxic Water Campaign is predominantly focused in the ‘Global South’, where imminent – and potentially 
devastating – releases of toxic chemicals threaten rivers and waterways that support the lives of billions of people. 
The campaign will focus on eliminating direct discharges, emissions and losses of hazardous chemicals; in other 
words, removing all routes for these toxic pollutants to enter into the environment.   
 
Why zero hazardous chemicals?    
 
Scientific research shows that hazardous chemicals can have serious effects even at very low concentrations (for 
example, endocrine disruptors). The fact that a small amount of a substance is diluted in a large body of water, for 
example, does not mean that the substance loses its harmful properties. In fact, many hazardous chemicals are 
both persistent and bioaccumulative, meaning that once released they stay around, and can potentially build up in 
the environment and in the food chain. For these reasons, zero is the only safe level for hazardous chemicals. There 
is no reason to keep using them when safe alternatives exist. Green chemistry is continuously advancing, while 
product re-designs can eradicate the need for them altogether. 
 
What timeframe is this campaign working to?  
 
Greenpeace is striving to eliminate the use and release of all hazardous chemicals within one generation (typically 
considered to be 20 to 25 years).  
 
Why is Greenpeace focusing its campaign in the Global South? 
 
Greenpeace has campaigned for decades for the protection of the environment in the Global North. As production 
moves to the Global South, it is a natural step for Greenpeace to follow suit. 
 
Countries in the Global South are the focus of the campaign because: 
 
• The severe levels of pollution found in the Global South pose an imminent threat to vital, life-supporting water 

ecosystems. Unstopped, this pollution could have devastating consequences.  
 

• Many countries in the Global South are in the early stages of industrialisation or are fast developing, and 
therefore have the opportunity to develop their industries based on clean technologies. 

 
• Their populations often lack adequate access to information related to the scale and consequences of industrial 

pollution, and therefore have limited means of reacting; either personally or politically. 
 

• When establishing new production facilities, integrating clean technology has proven to be economically 
beneficial, potentially providing corporations with a competitive advantage and a more robust market position  

 
Governments in the South have often been highly focused on development at all cost, as power is often 
concentrated in the hands of a few powerful national and multinational corporations. The result is unconstrained 
and unsustainable resource consumption, environmental degradation, social injustice, and the failure of 
governments to protect the health of their people and their water sources. 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Other than outsourcing, how did the Global North deal with the problem of toxic water pollution? 
 
In Europe, both installing filters at the end of discharge pipes and establishing Water Treatment Plants for removing 
nutrients were the preferred methods of dealing with water pollution, leading swiftly to cleaner water.  
 
However, such methods result in a concentration of the toxic chemicals in one place, not their actual elimination. 
This adds to operational costs as well as environmental risks during storage, handling and transportation, and also 
means that little is done to remedy the underlying problem: the creation and use of toxic chemicals.  
 
This trend was to some extent reversed by conventions such as the OSPAR Convention1, and legislation such as 
the Water Framework Directive and REACH2, which have started to focus on eliminating releases of hazardous 
chemicals and substituting them with clean alternatives. However, there is still much to be done.  

 
Can we solve this problem within the timeframe of one generation? 
 
The campaign goal is ambitious, but necessary. Greenpeace is asking countries in the Global South not to repeat 
the same costly mistakes that were made by the Global North. In doing so, they have the chance to tackle this 
issue much faster and more effectively than the North has been able to. 
 
As global production moves to the developing world it makes environmental, social and economic sense to build on 
new, clean technology and techniques in order to avoid toxic pollution. The immense costs of the consequences of 
pollution, as well as the actual clean-up costs, have also been established in recent years, highlighting the 
economic benefits of pollution prevention.  
 
Companies in the Global South, particular within the electronics sector, have also shown considerable abilities to 
react swiftly and efficiently to challenges – including changes in production methods – and have managed to turn 
these challenges into opportunities. 
 
How many people are affected by industrial water pollution?  
 
The lack of data makes it difficult to provide accurate figures. However, we do know that today nearly one billion 
people lack adequate access to safe drinking water, and that this is a situation that is worsening, not getting better. 
Industrial water pollution is not the only cause of this problem, but it unnecessarily exacerbates an already 
disastrous situation. 
 
Estimations on the numbers of people likely to be affected by a lack of access to clean water also vary. In a recent 
UN report it is estimated that two-thirds of the world’s population will live in water-stressed situations by 2025 if 
current consumption patterns continue.3 According to a recent IPPC report, the number of people without 
adequate access to clean water by 2050 could be in the range of 4 to 5 billion people.4  
 
Water scarcity on such an unprecedented scale brings serious risks of social unrest, instability in economic 
development as well as mass relocations of climate refugees. We must therefore protect as much of this precious 
resource from chemical pollution as possible, and work together to create a post-toxic world. 
 
What are the observed health effects from industrial water pollution? 
 
This depends on the specific chemical one is exposed to. Some can cause cancer; others disrupt hormone 
systems or are toxic for reproduction.   
 
The lack of even the most basic health screenings in the Global South often leaves high numbers of people 
uninformed about the cause of their sickness. In areas heavily affected by chemical pollution, there seems to be 
pronounced and alarming numbers of cancers, as well as miscarriages, but there is a lack of in-depth studies on 
the possible causes.  
 

                                                 
1  Oslo Paris Convention on the Pollution of the North East Atlantic 
2  European chemicals legislation, more recent updates at http://www.greenpeace.org/eu-unit/en/campaigns/chemicals/#page=2 
3  World Water Assessment Programme (2009). The United Nations World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World, page 36. 
4  Bates BC, ZW Kundzewicz, S Wu & JP Palutikof, Eds. (2008). Climate Change and Water. Technical Paper of the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change, IPCC Secretariat, Geneva. Page 57. 

 



 
 

 
Who should be responsible for the clean-up costs? 
 
As far as a producer can be identified, clean-up costs should be passed on to responsible parties. If no evidence 
can be established, a combination of state-financing and mandatory producer-funded foundations could be 
considered as ways forward for the clean-up of historic pollution. Neither option is desirable. 
 
It can vary, but in general many countries in the Global South lack environmental regulations, and/or the efficient 
enforcement of existing regulations. Unregulated industrialisation has often lead to environmental degradation, and 
this has not only proven to be extraordinary costly, but it has also hindered innovation and progress. 
 
Greenpeace seeks to use its global presence to make sure that the mistakes of the past are not repeated and that 
clean and sustainable development is promoted as a viable alternative. A toxic-free future is both possible and 
desirable, and working together we can ensure that governments and corporations make the right choice – both for 
current and future generations, and for the planet. 
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Note to the reader 

We refer to the terms ‘Global North’ and ‘Global South’ to describe 
two distinct groups of countries. 

The term ‘Global South’ is used to describe developing and emerging 
countries, including those facing the challenges of often rapid 
industrial development or industrial restructuring, such as Russia. 
Most of the Global South is located in South and Central America, 
Asia and Africa.  

The term ‘Global North’ is used for developed countries, 
predominantly located in North America and Europe, with high 
human development, according to the United Nations Human 
Development Index. Most, but not all, of these countries are located 
in the northern hemisphere. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
For more information, contact: 
enquiries@greenpeace.org 
 
Greenpeace International 
Ottho Heldringstraat 5 
1066 AZ  Amsterdam 
The Netherlands 
Tel: +31 20 7182000 
 
greenpeace.org  


