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Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of this regional 

conference organized jointly by the United Nations Environment Programme, Regional 

Office for West Asia, and the World Health Organization, Regional Centre for 

Environmental Health Activities (CEHA). 

 

I would like first to thank the Government of Jordan, especially His Excellency 

Dr Faleh Al-Naser, Minister of Health, and His Excellency Dr Hazem Al-Naser, Minister 

of Water and Irrigation, for agreeing to host this conference in Amman and for their 
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valuable support. I would also like to thank all of you for sparing the time and effort to 

come and participate in this important conference. 

 

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

Water is life. Access to water supply and sanitation is a fundamental need and a 

human right. It is vital for the dignity and health of all people. There is evidence that 

provision of adequate sanitation services, safe water supply, and hygiene education 

represents an effective health intervention that reduces the mortality from diarrhoeal 

diseases by 65% and the related morbidity by 26%. Inadequate sanitation and hygiene 

and unsafe water result not only in more sickness and death, but also in higher health 

costs. Universal access to safe water supplies and adequate environmental sanitation have 

been long declared two of the health-for-all goals. 

 

The WHO/UNIECF global water supply and sanitation assessment 2000 indicates 

that countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region have made great strides in providing 

water supply services to their population, with the exception of Afghanistan, Sudan and 

the Republic of Yemen. Public water supplies reach most urban dwellers and over 80% 

of rural dwellers in at least 15 countries. 

 

Water supply security is only assured when sufficient quantities of safe quality 

water are reliably sustained. While access to public water supplies has improved 

significantly in most countries of the Region, the quantity, quality and sustainability of 

these supplies are increasingly at risk mainly due to the water shortage crisis experienced 

by many of our countries. Many communities risk running dry with severe water 

shortages and intermittent water supplies accompanied by severe water quality 

deterioration.  

 

The water scarcity is largely due to natural causes. The Region is arid and semi 

arid and thus poorly endowed with fresh water. The Region has 1% of the world’s 

freshwater supplies and 5% of the world’s population. The per capita share of the 
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available freshwater resources continues to decline due to rapid urbanization and 

population growth. 

 

The water shortages are aggravated by the way water is utilized. Water is often 

used wastefully, unwisely and inefficiently in agriculture, as well as by municipal, 

industrial and commercial users. Losses in public water supplies reach as high as 60%, 

exceeding the quantity reaching the consumers. Once water reaches it intended target, it 

is not used efficiently as consumers have no incentive to conserve. The best quality water 

is used in landscaping, for instance. Inefficient water fixtures are widely used; public 

buildings in particular are water wasters. In agriculture, as little as 50% of the water 

supplied is actually used for food production and even then with low farming efficiency. 

 

Supply-driven water resource policies have exacerbated the water shortages in the 

Region. In focusing on supplying more water to meet the perceived rising demand, these 

policies pay minimal attention to challenging the demand for water in order to encourage 

efficiency and reduce wastage. Eight countries of the Middle East and North Africa have 

tapped their existing resources beyond their renewable availability. Groundwater and 

surface water resources in some of these countries are shrinking to crisis levels and their 

quality is degrading. Some countries are mining their non-renewable fossil groundwater. 

Excessive exploitation of non-renewable water is not sustainable. In the absence of 

sufficient fresh water, several countries supplement their fresh water with treated and 

partially treated wastewater and desalted water. Desalinated water and recycled 

wastewater account for 20%–50% of the total water withdrawals in Bahrain, Kuwait, 

Qatar and United Arab Emirates. Although treated wastewater is widely recognized as a 

potential water source, it is not fully utilized. The problem lies in the way wastewater is 

managed. Desalination of sea and brackish water is achievable but remains costly, and 

within the near future it will be affordable mainly by the GCC countries unless its cost is 

significantly reduced. Attempts by other countries to secure additional water resources 

from across national borders have been dropped because of financial barriers and security 

concerns.  
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As the demand for water goes unchallenged, so does the production of wastewater 

and pollution. Water management practices have historically paid little attention to safe 

management of the huge volumes of wastewater. A significant proportion of the scarce 

water resources continue to be consumed by pollution from inadequate sanitation, 

insufficient and inefficient management of wastewater and weak environmental 

protection policies. Pollution is a freshwater consumer and a serious threat to public 

health. 

  

Even in economically enabled and water-rich nations, no supply strategies can 

keep pace with the present rate of population growth and demand. Fortunately, there has 

been a shift towards focusing on reducing the demand for water before embarking on 

costly development of new sources. The water availability in some countries of the 

Region has declined to a crisis level. There is no other region in the world where the need 

is so acute for a serious shift in the water resources policies and management practices 

from “supply management” to “demand and efficiency management”. The water 

shortages in our countries can be alleviated with the adoption of aggressive and sustained 

water demand management and efficiency policies which stipulate that new water 

resources and additional supply facilities will be developed only after exhausting all the 

following available strategies for reducing the demand on water to match the existing 

supplies: 

 

1. Every drop of water, including wastewater, must count. The water resources and 

wastewater management policies must come together in addressing the water cycle in 

a holistic manner within the umbrella of integrated water resources management 

processes. 

2. Water must be conserved and used efficiently to reduce the consumptive use and 

eliminate the wasteful use of water.  

3. Wastewater flows must be reduced and managed effectively to safeguard public 

health and protect fresh water from pollution.  
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4. Wastewater must be maximally recycled and reintegrated safely in the water cycle 

and accounted for in the water budget of the household, community, industry and in 

agriculture. 

 

While water demand management will narrow the gaps between the available 

water resources and the demands and turn deficits into surplus in some countries, other 

countries need to explore additional conventional and non-conventional water supplies. 

Desalination is expected to play an increasing importance in securing water supplies for 

basic human needs and possibly other needs in the GCC countries and other countries of 

the Region.  

The water scarcity crisis in the Region has received the attention of national 

governments, United Nations agencies, multilateral and bilateral support agencies and 

civil society. Some countries have taken concrete steps towards increasing the efficiency 

of water use, with good results in Bahrain and Tunisia. Other countries have gained 

significant wastewater management and recycling experience. The GCC countries have 

developed leading expertise in desalination. It is time to further concentrate national and 

external support efforts for assuring the security of water supplies in the Region for basic 

human needs and for economic and social productivity.  

The WHO Regional Strategy for Health and Environment calls for action to 

ensure the security and safety of water supplies for human consumption and for food and 

economic productivity. The strategy emphasizes the importance of water conservation 

and safe wastewater management within the framework of integrated water resources 

management approaches in order to reduce the burden of disease, control pollution and 

maximize safe recycling and reuse. UNEP’s Global Environmental Outlook 2000 warned 

that “the current water resources in the region cannot satisfy the water demands past 2025 

unless serious steps are taken to rationalize demand management, increase and augment 

water supplies, and impose realistic control on water use”. 

 

The WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean has promoted safe 

wastewater reuse since the establishment of CEHA in 1985. CEHA has convened three 
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regional workshops on water conservation and reuse since 1996. To facilitate the safe 

reuse of wastewater in agriculture, WHO issued the “Health guidelines for the use of 

wastewater in agriculture and aquaculture” in 1989. The guidelines are currently being 

revised. WHO is also preparing guidelines for desalination for safe drinking-water 

supplies in response to the increasing role of desalted water in securing safe water 

supplies. To facilitate the accelerated extension of environmentally responsible 

wastewater management and recycling services to the unsewered small communities in 

Member countries, CEHA convened an expert consultation and has published a technical 

document containing guiding principles and practices. 

WHO and UNEP dedicate this conference for the promotion of effective 

approaches to water resources management for securing and safeguarding the water 

supplies in the Region in the 21st century. The conference aims at placing water demand 

management and pollution control at the heart of integrated water resources management 

policies and encouraging wider application of efficient water use and safe recycling of 

wastewater. I am confident that the deliberations of this impressive gathering of experts 

will contribute to the attainment of the objectives of this conference by reviewing the 

innovative experiences from around the Region and developing recommendations for 

best management practices to overcome the water shortage crisis. 

Finally, I wish you a very fruitful meeting and a happy stay in this beautiful city 

of Amman. 

 


