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The Johannesburg Summit provided a clear mandate for today’s meeting. And in this presentation, I am going to use the word “we” a lot, to include all those who are committed to achieving the very basic goals which were underwritten by our Heads of State at the Millennium Meeting of the United Nations and expanded at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg earlier this year.

We need to understand the challenges with which we have  been presented and move rapidly to outline and implement strategies to address them. And, to do this, we should start by acknowledging a few key lessons from Johannesburg for which it may be useful to draw on what my compatriots and I sometimes refer to as South Africa’s “world in one country” experience.

The Water and Sanitation Goals can be met

The first lesson is that basic water and sanitation goals can be met and that there is a role for all partners, public and private, domestic and foreign, government and civil society in the process.

South Africa provides a useful example, on water supply at least. The South African government has provided infrastructure to ensure a basic water supply for over ten million people since 1994 and is on  track to realise the goal of water for all by 2008. Putting infrastructure in the ground is of course only the first step. There must be an adequate budget to operate it. In this context, South Africa’s “free basic water policy” is one of the first systematic efforts in the developing world to give effect to the idea of a “right to water” in a sustainable way. Central to this, institutional arrangements are being put in place to operate and expand the infrastructure through new local governments which were elected in December 2000 and are still in their infancy.

Sanitation progress has been much slower, reflecting in part the low perceived priority of sanitation provision which hardly featured in pre-1994 surveys of community aspirations and expectations of government. A cholera outbreak in KwaZulu-Natal in 2000 highlighted the importance of improved sanitation (and hygiene) if the health benefits of water supply are to be fully realised. Sanitation is now a national political priority. This is critical for the successful implementation of a household based programme. It is assisted by government’s general policy of maximising the social impact of infrastructure investment which is encouraging the kind of community based approach that has been shown to be successful at a smaller scale.

South Africa’s programmes are led by national government and implemented by local government but involve the private sector in various guises, as well as NGOs and the beneficiary communities themselves. The legal framework gives communities, through their local governments, the flexibility to implement the service provision option of their choice. So there are a few full private sector concessions (which have met with mixed success) as well as engagement with the private sector in the more traditional fields of design, construction and outsourced management of specific elements of the water services such as billing and collection and plant management. There is a range of interesting “public-public” partnerships and attention is currently being given to ways in which Community Based Organisations can formally undertake service management, particularly in small, relatively isolated rural communities.

The capital programme for which I am responsible focuses on the situation in the rural areas with a relatively static population. Service expansion to address population growth focuses on the urban areas where the major metropolitan areas are able to fund most of the infrastructure as well as the water resource development required to supply it. Service provision here is associated with broader housing programmes and the development of “township” infrastructure. The major challenge is to establish social consensus around the idea of free basic services and the corollary of payment for higher levels of service.

Business As Usual Will Not Achieve Our Goals. 

If the South African experience highlights that with motivation, management and money, the goals can be met, the second lesson from Johannesburg is that business as usual will not achieve our goals. Specifically, some current accepted wisdom needs to be challenged, notably, the requirement that users must pay the costs of their services.

In the international development debate, this position has been backed by evidence that 


- people are willing to pay for their services; and 


- people are paying (often to formal or informal private providers).

The first issue is that peoples’ stated intent often reflects neither their ability to pay nor their subsequent intentions. I have personally been in many meetings where communities have undertaken to pay for the ongoing operation and maintenance of the water scheme we are offering to finance. The subtext to the dialogue runs, “we understand that we will not get the infrastructure unless we agree to this condition. Fine. We want the infrastructure and will sign on the dotted line. But we will come back to discuss the operational financing once the infrastructure is in the ground.” And they do, and so would you in the circumstances. Quite often, where they can, they pick up the responsibilities. But too often, it was found that if the “no payment, no access” line is held, people resort to other, unacceptable water sources because they simply cannot afford to pay; it was such cases that led the South African government to introduce its “free basic water policy”.

Secondly, while we know that in many urban areas in particular, people are paying informal private providers for their water, and often paying a very high price per litre, we also know that they are usually not getting what we would consider as an acceptable minimum service for health and dignity. Further, what they are paying is in many cases not enough to enable such a minimum service to be provided.

This is hardly surprising. The costs and complexities of providing a water service are usually greater in poor third world cities than in their first world counterparts. Construction and maintenance is more difficult and therefore expensive in poorly defined and maintained housing areas. Cost recovery and credit control is a greater challenge in poorer communities. Needless to say, the cost of capital is higher. The sourcing of adequately protected raw water is often a greater challenge. Only labour is cheaper and labour costs are usually a relatively small proportion of the total cost of delivering water services. Meanwhile, household incomes may be as much as 100 times lower than developed world households while per capita consumption is only 10 times less. 

This is why South Africa has said – and we are pleased that it is beginning to be reflected in the international discourse – that while cost-recovery is a vital element of water supply financing, affordability must not bar access to basic services. Certainly, if we are to achieve the Millennium goals - which by definition means targeting the poor - we cannot accept as an iron rule that the poor must pay for their services.  Now this is heresy and many will point out that the principles which I have just torn up have been internationally agreed in places such as Dublin. Here we need to be a little self-critical and this sets the scene for the final lesson from Johannesburg. The fact is that, to date, the international water debate has been largely driven outside the formal multi-lateral system and the key conclusions reflect largely the views of the donor community.

This is not to say that there has been any malicious process at work. On the contrary, many people have engaged with the substantial challenge of improving water supply and sanitation globally with the best of intentions. One of the reasons that the policy diktats have not been challenged more strongly is that they have indeed reflected the best that can be achieved in the current circumstances.  But, if we are to be successful, we have to change the context and that leads us to the third lesson from Johannesburg.

Public finance to end Global Apartheid

The final lesson is that we will not achieve the water goals in isolation but as part of a broader global development process. We have a responsibility as water sector to understand and engage the broader issues and identify the opportunities to address them. To start with, we need to acknowledge the constraints and frameworks within which we work in the very different societies to which the global goals direct us.

Again, the South African experience is explicit and useful. While the apartheid policy was in place, huge populations remained unserved. With apartheid overthrown, it has not been difficult to address the consequent backlogs. South Africa’s inequalities are justifiably famed and well documented but the advantage of being a relatively well-off, albeit horribly unequal, middle-income country is that, when the balance of power changes in their favour, the needs of the poor can be met.

But what does this mean for the broader global community ? Most of the global backlog does not occur in middle income countries which are able to redistribute between rich and poor.

It is trite that there is more than enough money to meet basic minimum needs in water and sanitation. We must not be distracted by that mind-boggling US$60 - 160 billion annual additional financing which was claimed to be needed by the water sector. That wrong number was deliberately introduced to misdirect the debate. It includes the funding needed for the far higher levels of service required by successful Third World cities and was used to highlight and promote the potential role of the private sector, a vitally important but separate discussion. 

Unfortunately, that number has distracted us from the critical issue of addressing the basic needs of the poor which is what we are mandated to do here, by WSSD and more generally by the Millennium Declaration.

The additional cost of meeting the basic needs of the poor by 2015 is actually a more feasible amount, perhaps US$10 billion annually. This is eminently do-able.  But how do we mobilise the funds? In public finance terms, what South Africa does is straightforward. Given the inherited inequalities, the redistributive use of national tax revenues to fund investment in basic needs infrastructure and its operation is appropriate and efficient. The Constitution provides a framework in which local government has the duty to provide basic services and national government to provide the financial and other support and to monitor progress. 

But what is the framework and what are the options at a global scale ? It is at this point that the lessons from Johannesburg become most challenging. President Thabo Mbeki repeatedly referred to “global apartheid” during WSSD and we need to ask, what is the global equivalent of ending apartheid in South Africa ?  This goes well beyond the scope of today’s meeting. The Finance for Development process and related proposals for the reform of international financial governance are central; so too are the WTO’s Doha and GATS negotiations; even the financial framework for enlarging Europe is relevant since it will impact on agricultural trade and rural incomes; underlying all this is the ongoing review of global governance. 

It is at this point that the bizarre WSSD debate on whether we should have a global sanitation target begins to make sense. Aside from the fact that it was a useful negotiating chip, it appeared that the US government feared being led into a set of global financial obligations. It has been suggested, by organisations such as the Canadian-based Centre for International Sustainable Law, that acceptance of such targets might bring with it certain obligations. And I believe that the truly shameful debate about sanitation targets was really a reflection of the bigger development debate about the principle that with international rights go international responsibilities.

In this context, South Africa is encouraged by the EU’s constructive approach to funding of the water sector in South Africa and elsewhere. By agreeing to budget support approaches, the right mechanisms are being applied. In the language of regional public policy, the asymmetry of subsidiarity must go both ways. So, yes, decentralisation may be the best option for the operational management of water services (and aid budgets). But, to finance basic water supplies in poor communities, greater centralisation is required to achieve reliable funding flows. That means centralisation of funding to the appropriate level which, in a world deeply divided between rich and poor, means to regional and global institutions.

For a more formal global public finance system to emerge, recipient countries will also have to change the way they do business. They will have to put in place management structures and the usual boring checks and balances of accountability, external as well as internal. In Africa at least, the framework for this is emerging through the NEPAD process and the establishment of the African Union. 

Conclusion : Choices,  GATS and Ways Forward

The Johannesburg Summit has reconfirmed the challenge of the Millennium Declaration and put us on the path of action. To go forward, we need to know where the people we want to reach are, and also to ensure that, in each case, region by region, nation by nation, state by state, we know the policies and strategies adopted to address their needs. We will have to identify the gaps and propose interventions to close them but, most importantly, we will have to support effective programmes in the many places where these have already started.

Recognising that local implementation is key to success, we must recognise that providing reliable financial resources from the global level will be equally important. But there are other challenges. 

One is the vexed role of the private sector in water service provision. This important issue is separate but linked to the Millennium challenge since substantial funding flows, which should go to the poor, are intercepted in favour of the less poor. Meanwhile, the aggressive push by international water and financial interests for private engagement has been working to their ultimate detriment. The pendulum is swinging against too great an involvement of private sector. Resistance to private engagement is the result, in part, of the obvious failure of private initiative to address the core challenge of the unserved.

There is a vital role for private expertise and resources in providing water services. Unfortunately, if that role is literally forced down the throats of potential beneficiaries, they often choke. If we do not want to give credibility to those who describe private sector engagement as neo-imperialist expansion designed to boost profits of the rich world’s service industries, we must demonstrate that it is the product of rational institutional decisions designed to achieve public objectives.

I would suggest two initiatives that might help. The first would be for donors and lending agencies to cease making private sector involvement a pre-condition for water sector support. Respect the fact that most governments and communities are seeking to meet their water service needs and help them to make sound choices, their own choices. In particular, we should allow them to make their own decisions on service provision options. Given a strong focus on basic water and sanitation needs, we may well create conditions in which more appropriate – and more successful - private intervention can be developed. 

Related to this, the second initiative would be for the OECD countries, their companies, preferably both, to call for water services to be taken off the table in the GATS and related trade negotiations. This would help to make the point that we are serious about achieving the global objectives and not just pursuing our trade objectives under a benevolent guise. 

This relates to the final point. We will not solve the water services challenges within the current development funding framework and should not be shy about stating the obvious. So we need to acknowledge – and communicate forcefully – that if progress is not made on reforming this big framework, or appropriate mechanisms established for the water sector at least, we will not achieve our water service goals.

We must design programmes of action that will achieve our goals not programmes that are doomed to fail before they start. We must assume we will receive the support we need and plan accordingly. This is not irrational optimism. There are good reasons to believe that we are at a juncture at which new approaches are possible. 

At the outset, I defined “we” as all those who are committed to achieving the very modest water goals underwritten by our Heads of State during the UN’s Millennium Meeting as expanded at WSSD. I will go further now and say that it is those who are prepared to stand up in their individual communities, governments and societies and take a stand for these goals, take a stand for the resources and reforms necessary to achieve them, even where that stand may not be a popular one. If we do this, we can go to Kyoto, with some semblance of confidence, we can present programmes of action that have a reasonable chance of success. That, at the least, is what we should be aiming for.
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Summary

The Johannesburg Summit has given us a clear mandate to achieve certain goals. We need to understand the challenge and move rapidly to outline and implement our strategy to achieve them. We should start by acknowledging key lessons from Johannesburg.

The first lesson is that basic water and sanitation goals can be met and that there can be a role for all partners, public and private, domestic and foreign, government and civil society.

The second lesson is that business as usual will not achieve the goals. We need to acknowledge the constraints and review the paradigms within which we work..

The final lesson is that, as with sustainable development in general, we will not achieve the water goals in isolation but as part of a broader development process. We have a responsibility as water sector to understand the issues and identify the opportunities to address them.

These key areas are:

- governance and institutions at all levels

- the financial framework

- the trade and investment environment

When we present our programmes of action in Kyoto, aside from the sector specific interventions, we must highlight the areas outside the water sector in which we will require progress to be made and outline the actions to be taken to resolve them.
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