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Abstract 
Urbanization worldwide has led to an increasing number of urban poor, often resulting in a 
surge of informal settlements. Poor living conditions and the lack of water and sanitation 
services (WSS) have a direct impact on the health of the residents of these settlements. In Lima, 
major challenges are still faced to improve the health conditions of urban poor, despite some 
efforts made by Peru’s government to increase WSS in the peripheral areas. NGOs are trying 
to fill this gap, by implementing community-based approaches to tackle ill-health in Lima’s 
informal settlements. This paper reviews and highlights the positive impact of the community-
based interventions in the fight against Tuberculosis in Peru, discussing how these could serve 
as a ‘best-practice’ example for health intervention among marginalised population groups. 
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Introduction 
Human health issues cannot be considered and analysed as an isolated topic. The health 

situation of an individual person is strongly linked to the environment in which she or he lives. 
In view of the major changes brought by globalization and the increasing urbanization, people’s 
living conditions are changing, worldwide1. Urbanization did not only lead to an increase of 
population density in cities, but has also led to rising urban poverty, manifested by the growth 
of urban informal settlements (IS). Worldwide, 900 million people are currently living in IS, often 
referred to as “slums” 2.  

This process holds true especially for large cities of developing countries, such as Peru’s 
capital Lima. In 2014, nearly 40% of Peru’s urban population was living in IS3. The lack of 
sufficient water and sanitation services (WSS) in the city’s IS has a direct impact on the health 
of its residents. Despite some efforts put by the government to improve the living conditions in 
these settlements4, the urban poor are still facing major health problems.  

Tuberculosis (TB) is one of the most common infections affecting marginalised 
population groups, such as residents of IS5. TB represents a major health issue among the 
residents of Lima’s IS6. As the government’s efforts to tackle this disease have been insufficient, 
the Boston-headquartered non-governmental organisation (NGO) “Partners In Health (PIH)”  
has been trying to fill this gap since 1996 through a community-based approach, training 
residents of the IS to become local health supporters within the community7.  

The urban poor are often marginalised in Peru’s public policies and debates, despite 
their significant and increasing share of the total population8. This paper aims at providing an 
overview of health issues in IS in Lima, highlighting the importance of WSS for health and the 
impacts of community-based approaches to tackle TB in Lima’s IS. Furthermore, this paper 
underlines the need for further research and collection of data regarding the health situations 
in IS. 

The Impact of Water and Sanitation on Ill-Health In Lima’s Informal Settlements 
Challenges to the quality of WSS 
Lima hosts a population of nearly 10 out of the total 32 million population of Peru9. 

Today, the majority of Lima’s population considered ‘poor’10 lives in IS11. The most populated 
district of Lima, San Juan de Lurigancho, home to 1 million people, is also among the poorest 
districts of the capital12 . Urbanization and migrants escaping political violence of the Fujimori 
regime during the 1990s has led to an increase of the urban population in Lima throughout the 
last decade13. Many of these settlements have been established around the basin of the River 
Rímac, one of Lima’s most important rivers serving as a source of water for the majority of 
Lima’s population14. The water of this river has been polluted for years, mostly with mining 
waste from Peru’s many formal and informal mining companies15. Urban IS have little access to 
water services provided by the government, and hence people living in these settlements collect 
untreated water from the river, which poses a severe risk to their health16. In fact, many factors 
impacting the ill-health of the residents of these settlements are related to water17 and many 
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health problems are caused by the contamination of drinking water, such as diarrhoea, for 
example, which has severe impacts especially on children’s health18.  

Moreover, the lack of sanitation infrastructure in IS enhances the risk of water 
contamination. The absence of safe disposing of wastewater and toilet effluents leads to further 
worsening of the already poor-quality water supplies and of the surrounding where people live 
and eat19. Besides, some residents of these settlements hold small-scale animal production, 
which further enhances the risk of water contamination by animal wastage20 .   

Inefficiencies in the Delivery of Basic WSS 
So far, access to water in IS has been mostly provided through shared taps and tanker 

trucks from the government21. However, poor road infrastructure makes it difficult for the water 
trucks to access the IS, which is why they mostly park at the edges of the IS. The trucks then 
dispose the water in big water tanks. Most of the residents need to walk long distances and 
several stairs up and down the hill to get water from these tanks22.  
The measure of storing the water in such vessels is not unproblematic. The risk of contamination 
of water increases, as the water tanks are often not covered, and not cleaned regularly 
enough23. These circumstances present a high chance for mosquitoes to lay their eggs in the 
stale water and contaminate it, increasing the likelihood of occurrence of mosquito-borne 
diseases in people using this water for their personal hygiene and cooking24 .  

Measures of Improvement 
Over the past decade, major endeavours have been made by multilateral development 

banks and donors (e.g. the World Bank and the Japan Bank for International Cooperation), in an 
attempt to improve WSS in Lima’s IS25. In 2007, for the first time, more than half of the homes 
Lima’s IS had water services provided through pipelines26. The introduction of water pipelines 
progressively replacing water trucks has had a positive impact on the health of the residents27, 
as the water is not exposed to its surroundings, heat and air pollution which lowers the risk of 
contamination drastically. Furthermore, water provided by the trucks was more expensive and 
linked to a substantial physical effort for the residents, who needed to walk through long 
distances for their provisions28. 

Access to sanitation services has also been improved over the past few years. Most of 
the houses are now connected to public sewers, which improve the health situation of the 
residents, especially decreasing the risks of diarrhoea and other illnesses29 . Peru’s government 
has set the target to provide drinking water to all of the areas in Lima by 202130. National 
strategies, however, do not include a specific plan for improving WSS services and health 
situation in IS31. 

Even if the improvements of WSS contribute to a lower risk of contamination and 
infection, access to sufficient health care is still lacking in Lima’s IS, and the ill-health of its 
residents remains a current and severe topic.  
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Community-Based Initiatives in the Fight Against TB: A Way to Go?  
Tuberculosis Prevalence in IS 
One of the major health concerns in Lima’s IS is the high infection rate with TB32. Indeed, 

the lack of WSS and the generally poor living conditions, not only affect the risk of infection with 
diarrhoea and other illnesses, but also increase the spread of communicable diseases, such as 
HIV or TB33. TB in particular is referred to as a “social disease”, as it mostly affects poor and 
marginalized population groups, such as the residents of IS34. Lima is one of the most TB-
affected cities of Latin America and has the largest numbers of multi-drug resistant and 
extensively resistant strains35. The urban poor areas of Lima account for more than 60% of TB 
cases in the country and for 85% of drug-resistant TB cases36. In order to reach the sustainable 
development goals of ending epidemics like TB in the country, the reduction rate of TB must 
increase by 5% by 2030 37. This represents a major challenge for Peru’s health system.  

“Partners in Health” and their Aim of Zero Abandonment of Treatment 
However, there have been recent developments in the fight against TB in Peru that 

encourage an optimistic view on this problem. Carabayllo, an IS in the northern part of Lima, is 
often referred to as a TB “hotspot”. Since the last decade, a lot of efforts have been done to cure 
TB in this area, especially in light of the extensively drug-resistant and multi-drug resistant 
infections here occurring38. Improvements have mainly been achieved through the support of 
the NGO “Partners In Health” (PIH/Socios en Salud). The secret to PIH’s success in Peru is their 
different approach of tackling health issues: instead of the mere establishment of health centres 
and distribution of medicines, they are providing a much wider, community-based support. The 
NGO’s work tackles an important and yet often neglected issue: zero abandonment of 
treatment39. When PIH came to Carabayllo for the first time in 2012, they built a TB detection 
laboratory and treatment centre in the heart of the settlement area. The health professionals 
working for the NGO treat up to 25 patients a day40. Diagnosing the infections is only the first 
part of their work. After providing the patients with the needed treatment, PIH visit them 
regularly to ensure compliance with treatment protocols. This is a crucial part, as many patients 
abandon the treatment because of negative side effects and then fall back into TB again41.  

Involving the Community 
Besides the visits carried out through the NGO’s professionals, PIH also mobilize the 

residents to become “health promoters”42. This is what makes PIH’s assistance different from 
other health support provided by the government, for example. Through the inclusion of the 
residents in the health promotion process, they are able to reach many more patients43. As the 
residents know their neighbours, talk to them, see if they are ill or lost weight, this approach 
enables to identify patients that would otherwise not have sought any health centre nor 
treatment, as hospitals are often far away and citizens do not want to leave their families or 
work. Furthermore, patients are often in a situation where they are too weak to move and walk 
long distances44. PIH, therefore, provides personalised assistance to these patients. They look 
after and monitor the patient’s health situation, follow treatment uptake and outcome, and 
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provide nutritional advices45. Through the community-based approach implemented by PIH, the 
number of people who abandoned treatment has decreased by 7% since PIH has started its 
community work in Carabayllo46.  

Learnings and Implications for Future Policies and Research 
Health issues in urban IS around the world are closely linked to the living conditions and 

environment of the residents of these settlements. The provision of WSS has a particularly 
significant impact on the residents’ health situation47. Even if Peru’s government has in recent 
years shown efforts to improve the lack of WSS in the urban IS in Lima, some1.5 million of 
Limeños still have no access to drinking water or sewer systems, most of them living in IS in the 
peripheral areas of the capital48. There still exist major obstacles in universal WSS coverage and 
inclusion of the urban poor into WSS and health policies.  To overcome the lack of health 
assistance and treatment to the most vulnerable population groups of Lima, NGOs, like PIH, 
have come in to fill the gap. While the national government’s health assistance in Lima’s IS has 
so far mainly focused on the creation of health centres, the NGO’s approach goes far beyond, 
including the whole community of IS’ residents to guarantee a more sustainable and long-term 
improvement of their healthcare. The strategy of PIH to fight TB in Peru has gained global 
attention from the WHO and other international actors49. As a result, Peru’s Ministry of Health 
has included the important results of community-based approaches into its national health 
strategy in 200450 and has increased its efforts to fight TB51.  

Conclusion 
The majority of Peru’s urban poor live in IS, characterized by low living conditions and 

poor health quality52. Improvements fostered by the government to tackle the ill-health among 
the urban poor have been the result of political demands in reaction to various calls for action, 
but not as part of a strategic development plan53.  Grassroot community-based models may be 
a promising way to achieve betterments in the health situation for many residents living in urban 
IS. Especially in the fight against TB, community-based approaches have shown to be more 
efficient than the government’s efforts. However, NGOs’ resources are often very limited and, 
without public support, it is unlikely that the work of organisations like PIH can provide sufficient 
assistance and treatment to the large number of affected people among the urban poor.  

While providing an overview of the provision of WSS services to IS in Lima, this paper 
highlighted the importance of such services for the health of the residents of these settlements. 
Although major strides have been made by the government towards the improvement of the 
general health situation in IS in Peru, the biggest results in the fight against TB have been 
achieved through the action of an NGO, as public responses have been insufficient to tackle the 
existent challenges. Therefore, governmental efforts to fight ill-health among the urban poor 
should be increased, to enable Peru to achieve long-term sustainable improvements in the 
health situation of vulnerable and marginalised population groups. The application and the 
promotion of community-based approaches could represent a promising way to tackle ill-health 
in Peru’s IS. Such modus operandi also enhances the recognition of ill-health not only as a 
medical but also as a social problem. Lastly, further research, collection of data and public 
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debate about these issues are needed to enhance public and political awareness about the 
marginalized urban poor. To make this attainable, a stronger political will by Peru’s government 
to specifically address this population group and its issues, would be needed.   
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