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Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 It gives me great pleasure to welcome you to the opening of this consultation for planning 

the preparation of water quality guidelines for desalination, organized jointly by the Regional 

Organization for the Protection of the Marine Environment and the United Nations Environment 

Programme, Regional Office for West Asia, and the World Health Organization. 

 

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

Dr Faisal Al Mousawi, Minister of Health, and His Excellency Dr Jawad Al Arrayed, Minister 

of Municipalities and Environment, for agreeing to host this meeting in Manama and for their 

valuable support and to thank all of you for sparing the time and effort to come and participate 

in this important consultation. 
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Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 The supply of safe drinking-water has historically been the single most critical 

environmental factor for protecting the health of the public against water-transmitted diseases. 

Infants and children in particular are very susceptible to these water-borne illnesses. The 

protection of public health is therefore the main aim of securing appropriate quality of drinking-

water. This is ensured through the elimination, or reduction to a minimum, of the constituents 

of the water supply that are known to be hazardous to health. 

 

 WHO has consistently advocated that in rural areas, in particular, emphasis should 

continue to be placed upon the provision and maintenance of safe and sufficient water supplies 

and adequate sanitation as the first priority for achieving a sustainable basis for health for all. 

 

 The Plan of Action for Health and Environment in the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

was endorsed by the Ministerial Conference on Health, Environment and Development, held in 

Damascus, Syrian Arab Republic, in December 1997. This plan, which addresses only the most 

pressing concerns in the Region, considers issues regarding water from three different aspects: 

water resource management, as an integrated action, and improving drinking-water quality and 

increasing access to water and sanitation, as specific actions. 

 

 The interest of WHO in water resource management stems from the unfortunate fact 

that, except in a few countries, scarcity of water resources is the general rule. About half of the 

countries of our Region consume more than 100% of their renewable water resources. In 

addition, a large portion of water resources of some countries come from sources outside their 

national borders.  

 

 But at the same time the available water resources are threatened by many kind of water 

quality degradation, all of which have been reported in more than one country in our Region. 

These forms of pollution include:  

– marine intrusion; 

– pollution of groundwater; 
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– pollution of surface water; and 

– entrophication of natural and man-made lakes. 

 

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, Dear Colleagues, 

 

 WHO has addressed many aspects of water quality to assist governments in dealing 

with these issues, and a series of guidelines dealing with related health and safety issues have 

been prepared. Whenever possible, these guidelines also provide the principal characteristics of 

monitoring and assessment of health and safety for the medium concerned and describe the 

principal factors to be taken into account in developing strategies for the control of associated 

health hazards. 

 

 In 1993 WHO published the three volumes of the second edition of its drinking-water 

quality guidelines. All recommended values and other guidance materials were reviewed and, 

when necessary, updated in the light of new scientific information. A continuing process of 

revision of the guidelines for drinking-water quality has been established by WHO. 

 

 The World Health Organization’s Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean has a 

long history of supporting its Member States in the use of the WHO guidelines for drinking-

water quality and in developing their own national standards. In fact, national drinking-water 

quality standards are based on WHO guidelines in most countries of the Region.  

 

 In some countries of the Region, desalination plays a major role in providing a 

supplement to meet water demand for various uses and in improving the quality of brackish 

water. In particular, in the member states of the Gulf Cooperation Council, 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 process as well as 

the distribution and consumption of water with very low mineralization over a long period of 

time. 

 As you may be aware, an expert group meeting on health aspects of the long-term use of 

desalinated water, held here in Manama in 1985, stressed the fact that water quality guidelines 
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for desalination are needed. WHO has now decided to launch an initiative to mobilize the large 

experience accumulated in our Region in that regard, particularly in the GCC countries, where 

some 60% of the world’s installed desalination capacity is located, to achieve this objective. 

 

Your Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

 

 I would like to recognize here with gratitude that both the United Nations 

Environmental Programme and the Regional Organization for the Protection of the Marine 

Environment agreed to jointly organize with WHO this consultation, the final goal of which is 

to prepare guidelines for desalination, as part of the global process of updating the WHO 

guidelines for drinking-water quality. Cooperation between the WHO, Regional Office for the 

Eastern Mediterranean, the United Nations Environmental Programme, Regional Office for 

West Asia and the Regional Organization for the Protection of the Marine Environment has 

increased markedly during the recent years. In fact, the plan of action for health and 

environment in the Eastern Mediterranean Region mentioned previously was signed jointly by 

the Regional Director, UNEP/ROWA, and myself. 

 

 It is also worth noting that in addition to the United Nations Environmental Programme 

and the Regional Organization for the Protection of the Marine Environment, the International 

Atomic Energy Agency, International Association on Water Quality, National Sanitary 

Foundation International, United States Bureau of Reclamation and the Kuwait Institute for 

Scientific Research have also expressed their interest in participating in this initiative. 

 

 The preparation of the water quality guidelines for desalination was discussed by the 

coordinating committee meeting for the WHO Guidelines for drinking-water quality in Berlin 

during June 2000. A background paper describing the current situation of water quality issues 

related to desalination and proposing a plan for the present consultation, which should 

determine the scope of the work required to develop the guidelines, was presented to the 

members of the coordinating committee. The committee agreed that there was a strong public 

health argument for providing such guidance, given the importance of desalination within 

particular WHO regions. 
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It was agreed that the revision process for guidelines for drinking-water quality was an 

appropriate forum in which to develop such guidance material. Certain chemicals and microbes 

needed to be identified as being of particular importance in desalinated water. Regarding these, 

special concern was expressed in relation to the presence of certain microbes derived from 

marine sources, which might not be covered in the WHO guidelines. The coordinating 

committee finally agreed that this process would be led by the WHO Regional Office for the 

Eastern Mediterranean Region, in collaboration with headquarters and other Regional Offices. I 

would like to express my appreciation for the kind financial support provided by the Arab Gulf 

Programme for United Nations Development Organizations to the Eastern Mediterranean 

Regional Office to initiate this process. 

 

 I am confident that the deliberations of this group of fine experts will lead to a fruitful 

outcome, namely a detailed, clear and workable plan of action to implement this major 

endeavour, including identification of the institutions and individuals that would support the 

preparation of the guidelines as well as good advice on how to mobilize the necessary 

resources.  

 

 I would like to finish with a citation from the holy Quran, stressing the great blessing 

bestowed on humans by the Almighty when he gave them freshwater: 

 

“Have you considered the water which you drink? Is it you that send it down from the 

clouds, or are We the senders? If We pleased, We would have made it brackish, why do 

you not then give thanks?” 

 

 God bless your endeavour. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 


