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Turning the Tide - Water Scarcity Around the World: Challenges and Responses 

The notorious “�ying toilets” of the Kibera slums in 
Nairobi, Kenya are among the more widely reported 
consequences of lack of proper sanitation due to 
water scarcity. The image of impoverished urban 
dwellers who relieve themselves in plastic bags, then 
�ing them onto garbage heaps, is a stark reminder 
that life in the city doesn’t necessarily lead to greater 
access to clean water and sanitation.  It also serves as 
an example of how the health and development of an 
entire community can be undermined when its 
poorest members remain at a disadvantage.   
                   

To reduce extreme poverty, the Kenyan Government 
has developed its Economic Recovery Strategy for 
Wealth and Employment Creation programme, which 
recognizes access to water as a pivotal element. The 
plan aims to reduce the walking distance to water and 
sanitation services, involve communities and local 
o�cials in the management of water and sewerage 
systems and improve the network of dams. 

 KENYA: poor sanitation 

 

In Ethiopia, water-related problems are interfering 
with basic human development, especially for women 
and girls. Frequent, severe droughts cause dramatic 
drops in the livelihoods of rural inhabitants, who are 
heavily dependent on agriculture. The country’s water 
resources are stressed by a variety of factors, including 
cattle grazing, pollution and rapidly-growing urban 
areas.     

  

According to joint WHO-UNICEF �gures, 13 percent of 
the population in 2004 had access to proper sanitation 
and 22 percent to safe water. UNESCO �gures show 
only one child out of three goes to school and about 
37 percent of those who do are girls. As in many other 
areas of the world, women and girls are responsible for 
walking considerable distances to carry water, which 
leaves them less time, if any, for classroom education 
or for earning a living.  They also are more vulnerable 
to diarrhea, parasitic infections and other illnesses 
related to unsafe water and poor sanitation.  

Various national government initiatives promote 
sustainable development of water resources and 
equitable distribution. Training centres are o�ering 
technical classes on irrigation, water supply and 
sanitation services.              

ETHIOPIA: human development challenges 
In South Africa, a number of factors, ranging from 
drought and poverty to increased industry, are 
stressing the water system.  This poses a challenge to 
agriculture, the environment and public health.  
Twelve percent of the population lack access to piped 
or well water and 35 percent do not have proper 
sanitation. Water-related illnesses and poverty are 
major concerns. South Africa has the greatest energy 
consumption on the continent, and productive mining 
and industrial sectors, all of which compete for water 
with household and agricultural needs.

 

While it addresses increasing urbanization, industry 
and the continued need for irrigation, the government 
has made progress in addressing the needs of South 
Africa’s poorest citizens.  It has instituted stricter 
regulations for issuing permits to use water, even for 
those who wish to plant trees. Authorities have begun 
a programme to provide a�ordable water services to 
all citizens. The country is on track to meeting the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goal of halving the 
proportion of people without access to safe water by 
2015, even though millions still remain without 
adequate sanitation and water.             

SOUTH AFRICA: stress on resources 

Provision of a�ordable water servicesGovernment-led recovery 

 The Danube River Basin is an example of how several 
countries must work together to protect their shared 
resources.  Eighteen countries draw water from the 
Danube River Basin, the second largest basin of its 
kind in Europe. Population growth, industrialization 
and agriculture in the last century have stressed the 
area’s large rivers, causing serious pollution and 
reducing their shared �oodplain by 80 percent over 
the last 150 years. Large constructions like dikes have 
interfered with nature’s ability to recharge the 
groundwater supplies.

The International Commission for the Protection of the 
Danube River (ICPDR) was established in 1998 to 
coordinate the development of a basin-wide 
management plan, in keeping with the European 
Union’s Water Framework Directive (WFD), which 
requires all member countries to develop such plans 
by 2009. 

EUROPE: river pollution 

In Sri Lanka, the deadly 2004 tsunami was a huge 
setback for a country in which almost half of the 
population struggles to survive on less than US $2 a 
day.  In addition to claiming thousands of lives, the 
force of the waves caused extensive damage to farms, 
�sheries, irrigation systems and other facilities. Studies 
showed coral reefs, mangroves and other natural 
barriers could have reduced the impact of the waves in 
some areas, but they had been worn down by 
over-�shing and pollution.       
             

After delivering tools, seeds and other immediate 
assistance to help farmers restore their livelihoods, 
government and non-governmental organizations are 
working with local communities on plans to restore 
and preserve natural barriers.  

SRI LANKA: post-tsunami damage  

Restoration of natural barriers
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Danube Basin protection plan 

For  more information on World Water Day 2007, visit 
the official website: www.worldwaterday07.org 
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