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Presentation

Water is the essence of life. In many ways it is also an irreplaceable resource. Increasing pollution, ecological imbalances, rising demand due to the demographic explosion and the intensification of production activities at the end of this century, added to the fact that water is becoming scarcer in many areas of the planet, place water at the core of urgent and vital issues. The degradation of resources and the often foolhardy way in which humankind manages them lead to serious risks for the environment, the economy and health in general. What is more it can lead to triggering conflicts, such as in the Middle East.

Solving these problems above all requires that water is no longer considered as "manna from heaven", an unlimited resource that simply needs to be collected and consumed. We first need to learn how to respect its cycle and its behavior, and cease to believe that it will eternally comply to human will and needs. It also requires, by considering methods of appropriation and use (whether these be technical, social, and even ritual), particularly those which prevail in places where it is a rare resource, seeing water as a finite entity that indissolulably affects both humanity's relations with its environment and the relationships between human beings themselves. This is to say that the issue of water is situated at the confluence between ecological, economic and cultural aspects which all have to be taken into account by the sustainable management of water.

The problem of water is therefore political in that it requires both sharing (problems of access to water invariably emphasize social imbalances) and decisions, which must be taken according to sometimes diverging and even contradictory stakes, instances and imperatives. Conflicts and environmental and social disasters occur precisely when a power makes a unilateral decision on a specific interest elevated to the rank of "raison d'état". However, because the management of water resources constitutes an essential crystallization of a whole series of crises, this implies that any progress in this area concerns the entire political arena. A project to improve its supply could provide the opportunity and the mainspring for the democratization of society at large, in the same way as it obliges governments to view these problems from a wider standpoint than their territorial boundaries, and collaborate with their neighbors, promoting new types of relationship and providing the basis by which to advance on other problems.

Most of the sheets of this file are extracts from the database of Dialog for the Progress of Humankind (DPH). This file was written on the basis of sheets complied for "Passerelles", no. 8, December 1995 (published by FPH and RITMO).
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Detailed contents

1 – Journey to Australia, the Philippines, Indonesia and Malaysia

Larbi Bouguerra's journey to the Pacific in the framework of the Alliance for the Progress of Humankind's Water workshop, illustrates not only the importance and multiplicity of water related issues but also the diversity of the players and partners involved in thinking about these problems.

Water related problems : observations and awareness

2 – Threats to fresh water

Fresh water reserves, already rendered fragile by pollution due to human activity, global warming and deforestation are threatened by overexploitation caused by demographic growth.

3 – Saving the oceans

Thought of as unchangeable, our very oceans are nonetheless affected by human activity: chemical and organic pollution, overexploitation of fish resources, etc. At present, international regulation alone appears capable of limiting these threats.

4 – Water, a vital issue: the role of international conferences

Faced by the unequal access and the growing risks of exhausting water resources, a large number of international conferences have been held since the end of the seventies which, although often only succeeding in limiting the damage, they have increased awareness of the complexity of the stakes, and in particular the need to no longer consider water as an infinite resource but as an ecological and social asset which, consequently, has a price.

5 – A major concern of Agenda 21

The Declaration adopted by the governments of the Rio Summit of 1992 underlined the importance of implementing a global water policy which is both equitable (ensuring that everyone has sufficient quantities of good quality water) and rational, i.e. taking into account the finite nature of this resource, its price, and the way in which it is involved in wider ecological issues.

6 – Pollution of water and health risks: notes 

This series of texts and studies reveals how the situation of water resources remains a major concern everywhere in the world, in spite of legislation and efforts of depollution which are often relegated into the background in comparison with other political and economic interests.

Access to water: an economic and political right

7 – Access to water: a right that cannot be dissociated from other human rights

The Montreal charter on drinking water and drainage, drawn up in June 1990 by non-governmental organizations, declared the right of access to water as an indefeasible right of the individual, and thereby concluded on the need to incorporate water policy in local development by involving the populations concerned, particularly women, in defining, carrying out and controlling projects.

8 – Elementary rights : give us the earth, water and air

In Salvador, the disastrous environmental and sanitary situation, as much concerning access to good quality water as soil erosion and air pollution, is an issue leading to social conflict that the government does not hesitate to control by intimidation.

9 – Five experiences of poor citizens in Bombay to obtain water

Even though the city of Bombay has a vast water supply system, access to water remains subject to social status. Since the populations of shantytowns and the poorest districts are not recognized as full members of society, they do not have access to water supplies and have to pay more for them than the official price.

10 – Drainage in a district on the outskirts of Karachi

Providing sufficient water of good quality (the participation of the inhabitants is required for this latter point) constitutes a vital step in any policy for bringing poor urban settlements up to minimum standards.

11 – Self-management in a project to supply water in Indonesia

A process of popular and above all female participation implemented by the Indonesian Family Protection Movement to improve water supply obtained highly significant results, both in the management of the project by the inhabitants themselves and in the importance of the role played by women.

12 – "The water of happiness" for women in China

The improvement of access to water in a Chinese village, carried out in collaboration with the women inhabitants, who were the most concerned, freed them to pursue other activities, thus showing how the price of water is also a measure of the time devoted to supplying it.

13 – “Eau Vive”, an organization in the service of Sahel villagers who want to improve their water supply 

Eau Vive, a non-governmental organization supports projects for the improvement of access to water in the Sahel region, by leaving villagers to initiate and build projects, and by limiting itself to financial and technical support, acting as intermediary between the villages and international public lending institutions.

14 – The construction of a wide gauge well at N’Galamodo, a village in Mali

The construction of a wide gauge well in a village in Mali, with the help of the Eau Vive organization, combined the concern for good quality water supplies with maintaining village social life around a water point.

15 – Drinking water distribution by tanker trucks in Peru

The inexpensive construction of a pumping station controlled by the population has enabled the people of Ensanada in Peru, who were formerly supplied by tanker trucks come from far away, to improve their access to water, both quantitatively and qualitatively.

16 – Trapped in the snare

In several Indian villages, the action of a large number of groups to preserve water reserves came up against the lack of coherent policy at national level.

17 – Engineers find water for desert by harvesting fog in nets

Chilean engineers have rediscovered and developed a technique known for centuries in Arabia, that of “harvesting” dew water in nets. Extremely simple and requiring no energy, this method appears capable of being adapted by certain countries on every continent.

18 – Sowing the seeds of clean water

Natural methods of obtaining drinking water exist which are both less expensive and safer than chemically based treatments, however they need to be developed on a large scale.

Linking ecological and social stakes

19 – The conquest of water

Water becomes a vital prize from the instant it is no longer an unlimited resource. Thus it requires rethinking how to gain access to it, its use and how it is shared, involving not only the relationship between humans and nature, but also how they live together.

20 – “Breeding” water in the Andes

Andean culture does not perceive water as an object or a resource, but as many people with whom one must dialog to keep them alive. This conception, which encompasses several secular techniques and rituals for “breeding” water is often overridden by modern development projects.

21- Restoring the terraces in Saba

The inhabitants of the mountains of Yemen have an age-old tradition of controlling water for irrigation, in particular by a system of terraces that distribute rainwater. To stop the slow erosion of these terraces, UN experts have set up a dialog with the local farmers with the aim of developing simple restoration methods.

22 – Rice growing, climatic change and social upheaval in Sierra Leone

The Balante ethnic group of Sierra Leone has developed a traditional system for rice growing in harmony with its social organization, and by using strict management of the environment and water resources. However, climatic changes (shortening of the rainy season), combined with this people’s decreased capacity to attract young people to do collective work, weaken the system, thus bringing about the need for change.

23 – A solar pump in a tribal village in India: the reasons for a mitigated success

The hazards and difficulties of installation, supported by a French mission, of a solar pump in a village in northern India illustrated how, far from imposing in itself a model for development, technology should be integrated in the rationales, and social and economic interests of a village community.

24 – An irrigated area: a cause for worry for the Fellahs

Agricultural production in the irrigated area of Algeria has fallen victim to the inconsistencies of the policy of water distribution to the Fellahs. The major project to develop this area remains only half completed, and in the absence of general directives, the local population continues to draw its irrigation water from a reputedly very polluted wadi.

25 – When Peruvian farmers take the initiative: the project to divert the water of the River Arma

Faced with the need to renew the means to irrigate their land, Peruvian farmers took the initiative to implement a river diversion project. The State, which refused to take on this type of work, seeing that the initiative was a success, took over the development project by calling for financial and technical support, but to the detriment of the social ideal of fair distribution of irrigated land which inspired the project in the first place.

26 – The experience of the Committee for the defense and ecological preservation of the Durango in Mexico

By developing the principles of its initial project, the Committee for the defense and ecological preservation of the Durango, founded by a grassroots movement against water pollution, decided to carry out actions to restore the environment and then participate in setting up a participatory institution dedicated to the sustainable development of the region.

27 – A global action program covering a catchment area to restore the quality of water of the  Rade de Brest

Th Brest Urban Community has implemented a coherent global approach, calling on the players involved, to protect the water of the Rade de Brest and set up long term, multi-partner management of the catchment area

28 – Chile in search of solutions

The Chilean government has started privatizing the water sector. The aim of this policy is to generate resources, by interesting foreign investors in commercial water distribution activities, and use the proceeds for waste water treatment.

Major projects

29 – Water, culture and power

An academic work emphasizes the importance of the cultural dimension in different conflicts concerning development projects for water, particularly when technocratic attitudes have negative effects on the lifestyles of native populations by depriving them of their traditional access to water.

30 – The drying up of the Aral Sea. A dramatic example of bad water resource management

Caused by the policy of massive industrial development undertaken by the Soviet Union in the fifties, the drying up of the Aral Sea has led in a few decades to the severe degradation of the surrounding environment, and also to the sanitary and economic situation of the local populations.

31 – The villages of the damned

The decision by the company ABB to build a dam in Malaysia could well be disastrous and illustrates how environmental engagements reach their limit once questions go beyond promoting ecological procedures, and call into doubt how projects are designed and the method of development in which they play a part.

32 – The Paraguay-Paraná development program, the future of a region in the balance

The Paraguay-Paraná development programs, designed exclusively to attract international finance, ignores the project's environmental and social impacts, and it even neglects any serious evaluation of its real profitability. The mobilization of public opinion could oblige the governments involved to modify the project to incorporate sustainable regional development.

33 – Agriculture at any price? Saudi Arabia privileges agriculture to the detriment of its water reserves

Benefiting from its oil revenues, Saudi Arabia has developed irrigated wheat farming on an industrial scale which, although producing good quality wheat, threatens to exhaust the country's water reserves, without going beyond the artificial nature of the project.

34 – India threatened by chaos due to water rights

A series of conflicts concerning sharing the water of different rivers between the provincial States of the Indian Republic has paralyzed the construction of dams throughout the country.

At international level: conflicts of cooperation

35 – Poorly shared water, a source of conflict

The scarcity of water in places and aberrant and arbitrary political decisions tend to make water become one of the major sources of conflict at both regional (international law deals poorly with the subject) and civil levels.

36 – Is water a chance for peace?

Water is a decisive factor in international relations, thus it can be the source of conflict as well as play a federating role, promoting regional cooperation.

37 – Notes on the issue of water in the Middle East

These books and studies on the Middle East underline the extent to which water cannot be separated from political, historic and geographical considerations, though the stakes at play in this region do not necessarily lead to the fatality of war.

38 – Towards a framework convention on the use of waterways for purposes other than navigation 

The drafting of a convention on the use of transnational waterways has begun under the aegis of the United Nations. The interest of this convention is that it deals simultaneously with the equitable use of these waterways – each State having to take into account the interests of its neighbors – and cooperation to preserve the ecosystems involved. Nonetheless, questions need asking as to the capacity of States to go beyond their traditional relations in order to meet the challenges.

39 – Protecting the waters of the Danube; the countries concerned are attempting to draft agreements intended to harmonize their management of the river

The drafting of multilateral conventions on the joint management of the Danube is making headway, especially against pollution, but it has come up against the specific interests of the States involved and, to a lesser extent, geopolitical and economic factors. 

40 – Building bridges over troubled waters 

Non-governmental organizations and researchers in India, Bangladesh and Nepal have published a study in which they show that the absence of a concerted water policy between these countries leads to the under-utilization of resources and prevents taking into account the real environmental impact of the developments.

41 – New challenges for the Nile 

The management of the Nile is confronted by serious problems concerning the quality of the water, how it is shared and the control of the river. To meet these challenges, the countries through which it flows must overcome their differences in order to implement an integrated management plan.

