1st African Water Week
OPENING CEREMONY

Wednesday 26th, 2008

Tunis, Tunisia
Speech  by Loïc FAUCHON 

President of the World Water Council 

Mister President,

Your Royal Highness,

Mister Ministers, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,
Dear Friends, 
First I would like to thank the African Development Bank and to its President, as well as to AMCOW, for contributing to the organization of this African Week. And thank them for inviting the World Water Council, represented here by several of its Governors and its President. I would also like to take this opportunity to praise the Tunisian hospitality and the commitment of its government representatives. Please allow me to express my gratitude to you, Royal Highness, for your long-lasting and constant support to the cause of water. 
Our meeting, this week, takes place at a crucial moment in the history of water in the world. On the one hand, never has water been subject to so many attacks and on the other, never has it had so many defenders. 

Yes, water is under attack and its main enemies are clearly identified. Today the enemies of water are known as demography and migrations, urban development and pollution. They are also known as climate changes and disasters.  

Demography because the world is struggling to accommodate an extra billion inhabitants in the coming twelve years and another billion by 2030. 

Additional resources will have to be found for these newcomers and to the least, water resources that are available in good quality at the right place and time. Otherwise, we would accelerate even more the migrations, which cause injustice and instability.

Urban development because as you know, half of the world’s population today lives in cities. Urban development leads to rural exodus, shanty towns; it leads to the pollution of underground water, rivers, basins and these phenomena give rise to unacceptable tensions.  

And of course there is he climate we hear about every day, its changes and potential excesses. On this aspect, allow me to say that I think we certainly talk a little too much about the causes of the climate warming but seriously neglect its consequences for mankind and for water. 

Unfortunately Africa is not spared, but is rather the illustration of this situation. The African continent is expected to have 2 billion inhabitants in thirty years i.e. a fifth of the world’s population. Africa’s urban population has been multiplied eleven fold in half a century and today the continent had some fifty cities with over 1 million inhabitants which form as many sanitary time bombs that cannot be easily defused.

I will not go over the figures that have already been mentioned here and that show how late some countries of the African continent are when it comes to water and sanitation. 

Yet, as I mentioned a few minutes ago, even though water has enemies it has never had as many defenders. 

Never have the population nor the media been so aware of the issue of water. Never have political and economic leaders been as active in this field as shown by the number of political summits held and  related to water like in Beppu, Japan last December, Charm el-Cheik, Egypt this coming July, or Iguaçu, Brazil in  November this year.

Never has the international water community been so mobilized to convince each and everyone that the water issue has become a global and planetary one: we all know that water is a prerequisite to development. 

- because we need more water for food and must therefore optimize the use of water for tomorrow’s agricultural production.  

- because we need more water for health and must therefore improve its treatment to purify effluents of all sorts. 

- because we need more water for domestic and industrial uses and must therefore maximize its availability for the sake of the economy. 

In order to satisfy these needs, we must imperatively and ineluctably change the way we consider and relate to water. No doubt too that, year after year, we will have to change our behaviors and habits. 

In 2008, a year dedicated to sanitation by the United Nations, we are challenged to face up to our responsibilities: in other words to plan for and manage the possible and often man-made shortages.  

But obviously, we will not solve this issue overnight. We must steer clear from spectacular discourses. Of course, we must foster technical progress, whether it is pumping, transport, treatment, desalination or re-use, to increase the availability of water resources. But we have at the same time to get to consume less and manage the available water in a sustainable way for the years and decades to come

Water obviously needs science but it also needs our awareness.

So in order to mobilize these water resources and guaranty quantity and quality, there are some conditions that need to be met and I would like to take this opportunity to go over some of them with you and propose a few simple and concrete solutions. 

The first condition, undoubtedly the most urgent and deep, is energy for water. Without energy, namely electricity, there is neither pumping nor transport. Yet there is a shortage of energy for water. The increase in its cost, particularly in the majority of African countries, deprives part of the population of access to the resource.

In places like the bush of Benin or Mali where we used to pump water for eight consecutive hours three years ago, we can now barely pump for three hours and for the same cost.  

This prerequisite is a key issue on which we need to mobilize our intelligence as well as our willpower. 

Obviously, we will come up with new solutions through technological progress and alternative energy sources so that we make increasingly more water available with less and less energy. 

Obviously, our scientist and engineers, with their genius and know-how, will see to that. But this is not enough. We must convince the energy sector which also badly needs water, that part of the energy for water needed by the poor and the destitute be made available at a reduced cost.

All together, we must come up with new solutions which can contribute to a better access to energy for water.

Can we imagine a kind of moratorium on the cost increase, a solution aimed at, somehow, neutralizing part of the costs or their present and future rises?

Another possible approach would be to have access to a specific type of fuel oil, to produce the energy needed for water. This solution exists or has existed in several European countries with the fuel oil called domestic fuel for farmers, fishermen and taxi drivers. 

Another idea could consist in applying a specific tax to oil products to be negotiated with producing countries who would accept to directly replenish a specific fund dedicated to water to the benefit of the poorest countries.

Obviously, all this is not simple and calls for a lot of discussions and diplomacy. But we’ve been through other far more complex schemes and it is our duty to work so as to make new ideas arise. In any case, we have decided, along with the World Energy Council, to work together at raising awareness on this imperious obligation to obtain, in a way or another, a kind of “sanctuarization” of energy for water. 

The rest, all the rest and most important, will be a long process. Only time can help convince people of the necessity to establish a new relationship between man and water and foster new behaviors.

This is why, since the Forum in Mexico, we have tried to reposition water and sanitation at the heart of the political debate because political commitments alone, at the international but also national and local levels, can bring what I call the World Water Equity, in other words the possibility given to all to have access to water.

The stakes are clearly of the political order and so are the solutions. When we talk about financing, governance, knowledge or know-how, what else but politics are we talking about?

In Africa like in other regions, the responsibility of the political instances consists in ensuring the coherence of the “water triptych” that gives a real consistency to the priority given to water and sanitation. 

The financial priority: of course, more money is needed but we need to say why and how. The international community will have to give even more to the poor who can’t support the investment. And then there are operations and maintenance, issues which led the bank, your bank Mr President, to state last year that maintenance had been neglected for a long time thus threatening the continuity of services. And that’s something new.
When we talk about financing, we should not neglect that we could be offered opportunities by creating an additional tax to the water prize in rich countries. 

That is what we call in France the implementation of the Oudin Law on Water, which gives additional capacities for decentralized cooperation to the local authorities. 

Of course we do not speak for the moment about billions of euros. But this cooperation, which bridges men, can be considered as a way to reach significant advances. 

I would like also to mention that we have to encourage the collaboration between companies from the North and the South. There are thousands of companies that can work more closely together to contribute to improve the public service of water and sanitation.

I would like to mention as well three examples of obstacles to access to water, which are real problems in many African countries. 

First is the issue of the price of a water connection. It often represents several months or even years of salaries and prevents many families from asking for a connection. 

There is also the question of the property rights. It affects populations living precariously and, here again prevents them from having access to a water and sanitation connection. 
And finally, there is the issue of technical standards, which are often limiting factors, and besides little adapted to the daily reality of the African cities. 

This is why in Mexico we expressed the wish to see maintenance costs be included, as an obligation, in all projects submitted for a national or international funding. We are still far from this today and we should convince that it is a necessity. 
The institutional priority: what we also call governance. This boils down to a fair distribution of responsibilities between the regulatory obligations of the State, the Parliament’s capacity to set a legal framework, the coherence provided by the catchment area authorities with common action to secure water resources and prevent pollution and lastly a greater proximity with the field and its population brought about by local authorities and notably municipalities. 

Calling for decentralization each time we see a state or government try to initiate and control everything is not enough. A good decentralization is not one that consists in traveling twice as much and twice as fast from a province to the capital city. A good decentralization is one that gives a province the means to deploy its own capacities and come up with solutions that take good account of local specificities. 

Good governance is the capacity to seek harmony between all the stakeholders in order to foster the better use of water and efficient implementation of sanitation.

Last but not least, priority to knowledge or more specifically, for an efficient and respectful exchange of competencies. Sharing experience means being convinced that one takes as much as one gives. Giving a little means taking the time to understand the local context. Granted that generosity does not exonerate from the duty of intelligence. It is also not a matter of efficiency at all cost. The most fragile African regions are those who need most support. Let’s make sure that we do not impose too strict financing, governance and knowledge transfer conditions to these regions with the risk of leaving the poorest on the road side.

These are, dear friends, some elements on which we must work together, with humbleness. They must become concrete actions that we should bring to the 5th World Water Forum in Istanbul. 
Thanks for contributing through your works, because the Africa of Water needs your support. 

Loïc Fauchon 
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