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ingapore’s decision to raise wa-
S ter prices after 17 years is to be
applauded. Studies show that
pricing can affect behaviour, and there

is strong evidence to suggest that un-
der-priced or free water leads to very
ineflicient uses of water, including in-
creased wastage.

Take the case of Doha, the capital
of Qatar, where water is free. The av-
erage daily water consumption of resi-
dents is 1,200 litres.

In Singapore, domestic water con-
sumption per capita is 151 litres, which
is still relatively on the high side. Ac-
cording to the World Business Council
for Sustainable Development, humans
need a minimum of two litres of drink-
ing water per day to survive.

Water should be priced according-
ly to provide a sustainable financial
model for the proper operation, main-
tenance, updating and construection of
new facilities for water and wastewa-
ter treatment systems.

Concurrently, poor families should ~ Men pouring water brought by cart into a container in Karachi, Pakistan. Some 3.5 billion people in the world
receive targeted subsidies so they donot have access to water that is safe to drink, and in South Asia — with a population of nearly 1.7 billion people
have access to reliable water supply ~—nota single city, town or village can claim that its population has access to safe drinking water. pHoTo. REUTERS

and wastewater treatment services.
The subsidies could start, for example,
when the water bill of a household ex-
ceeds 2 per cent of its income.

Later this month, the Pope will take

COMMODITY SHOULD BE PRICED FOR SUSTAINABLE FINANCIAL MODEL

ing the real cost of drinking water

part in a discussion with some of the
world’s leading water experts, theo-
logians and development specialists
from different religions to discuss wa-
ter as a human right.

ABASICHUMAN RIGHT

In 2015, the Pontiff issued a papal let-
ter to all bishops of the Roman Cath-
olic Church on the environment and
human ecology, addressed to “every
person living on this planet with the
expectation of entering into dialogue
about our common home”.

Inthis historic document, the Pope
asserted that “access to safe, drink-
able water is a basic and universal
human right, since it is essential to
human survival and, as such, is a con-
dition for the exercise of other human
rights”.

“Caring for ecosystems demands
farsightedness, since no one looking
for quick and easy profit is truly in-
terested in their preservation. But
the cost of the damage by such selfish
lack of concern is much greater than
economic benefits to be obtained,” he
added. Thisisa fresh and candid view
that contrasts with the obfuscations of
the international community during
the last four decades.

In 1977, United Nations agencies,
including the World Health Organiza-
tion and the United Nations Interna-
tional Children’s Fund, as well as mul-
tilateral development banks, coined
the term “improved sources of water”.

The main problem with this de-
scription is that it has absolutely no
relation to the actual quality of water.

The interchangeable use of the
phrase “improved sources”, with the
words “clean” and “safe”, obscuresthe
real objective, which is to provide the
world’s population with clean water
safe to drink straight from the tap.

Thus, in 2010 the United Nations
declared that between 1990 and 2015,
2.6 billion people gained access to “im-
proved drinking water sources”, and
2.1 billion gained access to improved
sanitation.

In addition, more than 320 mil-
lion people living in slums had gained
access to “improved water sources”
and improved sanitation facilities, to

@ CONTINUED ON PAGE 29



National University
of Singapore

® CONTINUED FROM PAGE 28

achieve — five years ahead of target
— one of the Millennium Development
Goals, namely, to halve, by 2015, the
proportion of the population without
sustainable access to safe drinking
water and basic sanitation.

Ironically, the same international
organisations currently claim that
“only” 663 million people do not have
access to safe water.

The reality, however, is very dif-
ferent. At the very least, some 3.5 bil-
lion people in the world do not have
access to water that is safe to drink,
a figure that is more than five times
higher than what is purported to be
the case today.

Take South Asia, with a population
of nearly 1.7 billion people, where not
asingle city, town or village can claim
that its population has access to safe
drinking water.

Over the past 20 years, socio-eco-
nomic development has resulted in
two unusual phenomena that shape
the way we view water as a drinking
source.

CONSUMERS’
RESPONSIBILITIES

First, developed countries, from West-
ern Europe to the United States, and
Japan to Singapore, are turning to
bottled water. Increasingly, people
are not drinking water from the tap
for various reasons, including as-
pirational ideals when households
want something “better” to suit their
lifestyles. The use of bottled water in
developed economies has skyrocket-
ed, even though it often costs 1,000
times more than tap water, and both
are safe to drink.

More and more, people in the devel-
oped world are also using expensive
point-of-use treatment systems, such
as water filters, to process tap water
that is safe to start with.

In cities such as Singapore and
Hong Kong, where tap wateris safe to
drink, many households still prefer to
boil or filter tap water before drinking
it. In a recent survey by the Institute
of Water Policy, which sampled over
200 households, up to four in five
households said they boil tap water
before drinking it.

When asked for the reasons they
do not drink water straight from the
tap, three in four said they are not
sure about the quality of the water,
and roughly one in four said they ei-
ther did not like the taste or the smell
of tap water.

Interestingly, the majority of re-
spondents — 84 per cent — had never
had their tap water tested. Additional
research isneeded to understand why
perceptions and attitudes to drinking
tap water are not commensurate with
the quality of the water.

Second, developing countries have
experienced a deterioration in the
quality of their water supply, espe-
cially in urban cities.

Whereas cities like New Delhi
used to rely on simple water treat-
ment systems such as filters, gov-
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ernments are now using more com-
plex and expensive systems and
technology such as reverse osmosis,
which was developed for sea water
desalination purposes. The problem
with such systems, such as reverse os-
mosis, is that up to 80 per cent of the
water treated is wasted, and its qual-
ity leaves much to be desired.

Hence, the cost of treating water
to make it safe to drink has shot up.

Governments, however, struggle to
factor in the real cost of providing
safe drinking water to residents. This
is partly because of the misguided no-
tion that water, as an essential com-
modity, should be provided free of
charge or at highly subsidised rates by
governments.

Other critical services, such as the
provision of healthcare and food, also
fall in the same category.

Asthe world grapples with the dual
problem of climate change and shrink-
ing water sources, policymakers are
beginning to realise that there has to
be a real debate not only on what the
rights of consumers are when water
isaccepted as a human right, but also
their responsibilities.

As the poet W H Auden said:
“Thousands have lived without love,
but no one without water.”
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