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Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Friends,

First of all I would like to thank you, to thank SIWI and particularly my friend Anders Berntell, for inviting the World Water Council to participate in this World Water Week opening session. We are always pleased and honoured to participate in this prestigious event, whose reputation has spread around the globe.

You have decided starting from this year to question an issue: “Water: responding to global changes”. It is a lucid and courageous choice.  

Lucid, because it forces us to go to the heart of the many threats to water. It makes us identify clearly the causes of the problems we must cope with, namely: overpopulation, urbanization, coastal demographic growth, pollution, corruption and others. 

But it is also a courageous choice because, a few months before the Climate Change Conference that will be held in Copenhagen, we must not forget about climate evolution, or rather evolution of the world’s climates. And neither should we forget that many solutions exist. These solutions should not only be incantatory formulas on CO2 emissions or on the thickness of the ozone layer. 

In a fast and sometimes brutally changing world, we must strive to give voice to those who want to take up the challenge of creating a world where people can live in harmony with nature — in harmony with the air they breathe, the energy they generate, the water they drink.

The road that leads to access to water is long, and achievement of the Millennium Development Goals is still far away. It is nevertheless everyone’s duty to spur dialogue, listen and endeavour to reach these legitimate goals.

Water is suffering from the global changes in our planet. Yet never has the demand for water been as strong as it is today. 

· Every day, the world needs more water to produce food to meet the demands of an additional 1 billion people per decade.

· Every day, more water is needed to generate the energy necessary for development.

· Every day, better-quality water is required to defuse the “health/ sanitary bombs” created from inadequate or outright absent sanitation in many mega cities. 

· Every day, water must be protected to respect the biodiversity of ecosystems for the future generations.

At this moment in the history of water, the world faces a major challenge: how to use more water resources but — at the same time — protect, enhance the value of and even reuse these resources.

A harmonious, albeit rigorous, way to share water among human beings, but also between humans and nature, must be reached and maintained. 

We are all aware that sharing water is difficult and is an immense responsibility. That responsibility is mainly political, because the future of water rests not only on technological progress, but also — mostly — on strong, concrete and sustainable political commitments.

Obviously, water is at the heart of the political debate today. The fact that many heads of state and governments, along with hundreds of ministers, parliamentarians and mayors, attended the March 2009 5th World Water Forum speaks loudly of this change in emphasis from the hydro-technical to the hydro-political.

And water needs the respect and ongoing support of political and socio-economic leaders. 

For a long time, rivers, lakes and groundwater will be increasingly used to quench the ever-increasing thirst of the planet. The world will have to store water, pump it, transfer it, desalinate it and recycle it, thanks to the technological progress made possible by human ingenuity — which must be encouraged but also controlled to avoid any kind of excesses. 

We must — all together, the water community, policy makers, civil society — act with tolerance and temperance, with as much rigor as humility. 

Too many important debates, debates even essential to the future of humanity, relayed by the media, are roughly summarized and followed by sterile polemics. 

The example of the ability to store water illustrates this attitude. In Africa, less than 4% of irrigable lands are valued and less than 7% of hydropower potential is exploited. Yet, for each dam project, be it serious, be it balanced between economic development and environmental protection, many voices would still be raised, and many so-called experts would still want to tell the truth, their truth, to assert the right, their right or at least their conception of the right.  

We will need a great number of dams in Africa, and in other places as well. Dialogue must be permanent and objective. And it will enable us to determine: what kind of dams? Of what size? And above all how to avoid their siltation and eutrophication?  

When it comes to desalination, biofuels, financing, green growth, or the future of wetlands, the problem is the same. A permanent dialogue, a respectful exchange is needed with the aim of establishing and strengthening the peace that water brings, rather than continuously recalling unlikely water wars. 

This is the role of the World Water Council since its inception in 1996. It is the willingness of the hundreds of States and the three hundred and fifty organizations that comprise our Council to, together, make the Voice of Water heard. And to ensure that water be recognized as real priority by the world’s nations. If you have not already joined the World Water Council, please come join us now to bring your experience and share your expertise. 

But let’s go back, ladies and gentlemen, dear friends, to the important choices that await us. We see, we know, that we are at a turning point in the history of water. We know that on this road leading humanity to the future, there is a bend, a large curve to navigate. 

It is obvious, looking at the history of water, that the constant efforts to increase water supplies indefinitely are not sufficient to provide water to those who are thirsty and to feed those who are hungry. 

Increasing indefinitely the water supply comes at a cost, especially given today’s background of climate change and global financial crisis. Increasing the water supply jeopardises the natural environment, especially when humans fail to balance the interests of meeting essential needs and ‘looting’ hydrological resources.

People are behaving more and more unreasonably and inconsequentially. Can they continue to ask their governments to meet their water demands, by requiring more equipment and infrastructure? People must now stop spending ever-increasing amounts of money to produce water and then waste it, as happens now.

That is why we said in Istanbul that the time of easy water is over. 

The era of extravagant water consumption is finished, now when social tariffs should be set to protect the poorest. 

The days of ignoring leaks are over, given today’s unacceptable water shortages. 

The time has come to adopt the principle of virtual water — the amount of water used to produce a good or service — for this is the only way to reduce humans’ hydrological footprint.

In this regard, I would like to pay tribute to Prof. John Anthony Allan for his works, so essential to looking towards the future. And I would like to congratulate the Stockholm Water Prize Jury for its visionary decision. 

As we said during the 5th World Water Forum, people must show their willingness to “bridge divides for water”, bridges that become solutions, sustainable and meaningful solutions of solidarity for the poorest people, those who are deprived of water. 

Such bridges can cross the chasms of ignorance, of injustice, of poverty. They can bring the shores of knowledge closer, as well as those of rights, wealth and good governance.

Affirming the right to water means asserting the right to dignity, a non-negotiable human right. The world is asking its leaders to enshrine the right to water and sanitation in their countries’ legislation, to implement minimal water allocations for those most in need, to ensure drinking water supply for the populations living in unregulated housing districts and to make compulsory water-supply points and sanitary facilities in all public buildings including, as a matter of priority, in schools. They must commit to protecting these rights urgently. 

We also affirm that we must work to build the bridge for transferring knowledge about what is required for water services. This means providing facilities in the four corners of the world to train technicians and managers needed for water and sanitation services. Political leaders must make knowledge transfer for water services a visible priority.

Similarly, political decision-makers must pledge to cancel the water debt and reallocate financial resources towards necessary infrastructure to allow the financially underprivileged to have access to water. They must implement a mechanism to pay for the energy necessary for water or issue a moratorium on increasing the price of that energy. Innovation is needed in financing. This includes local microfinance initiatives and solidarity between the haves and the have-nots in the form of decentralised co-operation activities.

This way, a more balanced and legitimate governance will be built. Managing water requires democratic and decentralised institutions. Efficient water management must be grounded by joint action to bring citizens closer to the reality of water and to foster transparency and avoid corruption.

In a few months, before the end of this year, the Climate Change Conference of Copenhagen will be held. What can we say there? What positive action can we take so that the water community can bring its concrete contribution? How do we go beyond general findings and speeches? How can we initiate concrete actions, concrete solutions for water? 

Allow me to make two or three more quick comments that will be further developed by the Council on Wednesday and Thursday during the sessions on water and climate, in which you are cordially invited to participate.  

First, we must fulfil our duty as responsible leaders. People trust us and we must be worthy of that trust by adopting a balanced and objective discourse. We must avoid negative speeches referring only to disasters, horror and wars. 

In this regard, we welcome the “New Delta Plan” in the Netherlands as an exemplary effort. “There is no reason to panic, we will be ready on time,” said Tineke Huizinga, State Secretary for Transport, Public Works and Water Management. “We must see adaptations to climate change as an opportunity for the Netherlands”, she added and “protection against rising waters must generate environmental and energy added value for our country.”

The second comment is that our approach should not be limited to the protection of ecosystems and the environment and maintenance of biodiversity. It must also look at those who are thirsty, who are hungry, who are cold, and who are sick. 

Our work must equally place the protection of ecosystems and the environment and economic development requirements. Both are essential to humans. Before granting the wishes of the wealthiest, we should satisfy the basic needs of the poorest. 

Thirdly, over the months and years ahead, we must act based only on the facts, not on assumptions. Local solutions should be found first, based on human and social realities. 

The World Water Council is available to work on the issues of the consequences of climate change on water and sanitation. This topic has been one of our main priorities for quite some time. 

At the time when the decision was made to organize the 6th World Water Forum in collaboration with France and the City of Marseille, please remember that our members and their networks are mobilized to make the cause of water advance towards action. And to make the three years ahead a real forum of solutions for water. 

Thank you again for your invitation and I wish you a very fruitful and friendly week.
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