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[Your Excellency], Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to this regional workshop on the 

presentation of the 3rd edition of the WHO Guidelines for Drinking-Water Quality, 

organized by the World Health Organization, in collaboration with the Government of 

Morocco and its Ministry of Health. On behalf of WHO, I would like to thank the 

Government of Morocco and especially His Excellency Dr Mohamed Cheikh Biadillah, 

Minister of Health, for agreeing to inaugurate this workshop. 

In 2002, 1.1 billion people in the world did not have access to improved sources 

of water. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region, 17% of the population lacked easy access 
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to an improved water source. Outbreaks of disease due to unsafe drinking-water can 

affect hundreds of thousands of people. In recent years, even the world’s most developed 

countries have been affected by contaminated drinking-water. Disease outbreaks in 

Canada due to E. coli O157 and Campylobacter, and in France, Japan and the United 

States of America due to Cryptosporidium, show what can happen if vigilance is not 

maintained. The hepatitis E outbreak among internally-displaced persons in Darfur, 

Sudan and refugee camps in neighbouring Chad is one example of how waterborne 

disease affects poor and disadvantaged populations. In Hyderabad, Pakistan, over 4000 

patients suffering from acute watery diarrhoea were admitted to hospitals in May–June 

2004, because they had consumed contaminated water. 

Every year, around 2.2 million people in the world die of basic hygiene-related 

diseases. The great majority are children in developing countries. In our Region it is 

estimated that 270 000 people died in 2000 from unsafe water and poor sanitation and 

hygiene. The highest rates are linked with the lowest percentage of population with 

access to safe drinking-water. Interventions in hygiene, sanitation and water supply are 

proven to contribute to controlling the disease burden. It is estimated that if universal 

piped, well regulated water supply and full sanitation were achieved, this would reduce 

the burden of infectious diarrhoea by some 70% annually.  

Achieving universal access is an important long-term goal. Nevertheless, the 

target of universal access to improved water sources and basic sanitation remains elusive. 

Unfortunately, many countries in our Region will not even achieve the Millennium 

Development Goals of halving the proportion of people without access to safe water by 

2015.   

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

With the exception of a few countries (notably Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, 

Pakistan and Sudan), scarcity of water resources is the general rule in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region. Ten countries (Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Libyan Arab Jamahiriya, 

Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen) are already 
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consuming more than 100% of their renewable water resources. In spite of the water 

scarcity, water wastage is widespread and the available water resources are threatened by 

salt water intrusion, pollution and eutrophication. The cost to extend and sustain water 

supply services is rising. The scarcity and high cost have prompted countries to request 

guidance on the minimum amounts of domestic water that should be supplied.   

The philosophy and content of the WHO guidelines for drinking-water quality, 

first published in 1984, departed markedly from the international standards for drinking 

water, first published in 1958, in that guidelines are advisory in nature. WHO published 

from 1993 onwards the three volumes of the second edition of its drinking-water quality 

guidelines. A continuing process of revision of the guidelines has been established by 

WHO; all recommended guideline values and other guidance, included in the 2nd edition, 

have been reviewed and, when necessary, updated in the light of the new scientific 

information.  

The 3rd edition of the guidelines, of which volume 1 was published in September 

2004, will allow public health management to focus on prevention of microbial and 

chemical contamination of water supplies. The updated guidelines represent a shift in 

advice on how to manage the provision of drinking-water, both in the developed and 

developing world, in large urban settings and in the rural areas or villages. The guidelines 

provide a preventative management framework for safe drinking-water. The guidelines 

introduce the “water safety plans” which comprise system assessment and risk 

identification, control measure, operational monitoring, verification monitoring and 

documentation of the above. The guidelines also emphasize the importance of 

independent water surveillance to verify that systems operate properly to provide safe 

water.   

The Regional Office and CEHA have a long history of supporting the countries of 

the Region in the use of the WHO guidelines for drinking-water quality and in 

developing their own national standards. This effort must continue, to establish standards 

in those countries where they do not yet exist, and to update or expand them in countries 

that already have them. WHO efforts should not stop at promotion of the guidelines and 
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standards-setting, but should extend to the application of standards in order to improve 

drinking-water quality and correct urgent situations severely affecting health.  

In many countries of the Region, drinking-water is mainly a blend of desalinated 

water and groundwater. There is a need to assess technical problems associated with 

water quality at different stages of the desalination processes, as well as the distribution 

and consumption of water with very low mineralization. To address this need, WHO has 

launched, as you may be aware, an initiative to prepare WHO Guidelines on 

Desalination, building on the most recent scientific knowledge and the large experience 

accumulated in our Region in that regard, particularly in the Member States of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council, where some 60% of the world’s installed desalination capacity is 

located. On the other hand, water supply systems operate intermittently in a number of 

countries; closer drinking-water quality control is therefore required. 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

The objectives of this regional workshop are to present the 3rd edition of the 

WHO Guidelines for Drinking Water Quality, to assess the situation in the Region 

regarding national standards for drinking-water quality and their implementation to 

improve the quality of drinking-water; and to examine strategies and priority action for 

the revision of national standards for drinking-water quality, based on the new WHO 

guidelines, including the innovative aspect regarding the preparation of water safety 

plans. According to the revised guidelines, the recommended approach for regulators and 

operators is to manage drinking-water quality in a holistic, systematic fashion from 

source to tap. I wish to urge you to identify the essential elements for a renewed national 

drinking-water security and safety strategy. 

I wish you a fruitful session and a happy and pleasant stay in this beautiful city of 

Rabat. I trust that when you return to your respective homes, you will share with those 

already working in the field, the information and approaches acquired during this 

workshop. 
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Finally, I would like to remind us that in this same location we had the Regional 

Seminar on Preparation of Drinking-Water Quality Standards, in October 1998, and the 

Regional Conference for Water Supply and Sanitation in the 21st Century in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Region of WHO in June 2003. It gives me particular pleasure to extend 

my appreciation to management and staff of the National Office for Potable Water 

(ONEP) for their support and for the field technical visit for participants to the WHO 

collaborating centre in training and research in water supply at ONEP. 

May God bless your endeavours. 


