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How to use less water to
have more? Look to Europe

Martin Stavenhagen,
Joost Buurmanand
Cecilia Tortajada

For The Straits Times

For the first time in 17 years,
Singapore israising water prices.
Specifics of the price hike have not
yetbeen discussed, but the
objectives are clear: to conserve
water through lower use, toraise
funds for building and maintaining
water infrastructure, and to ensure
our water needs will be met in the
future.

The decisionis bound to create
some controversy. Proponents
have pointed to the need to ensure
water security in a future impacted
by climate change, with longer and
more extreme droughts. Others
fear increasing costs of business
and wonder if poor households will
beable to cope.

However, focusing on managing
water demand - reducing the
amount of water people use instead
of relying on adding new and costly
supply - makes sense. To see why,
let’slookat how cities in Europe

¢ have tackled their water woes.

European cities are very

: successful in saving water. Ina 2015
: comparison of water use in 40 cities
: from Organisation for Economic

¢ Cooperation and Development

i (OECD) countries, the 10 citieswith
: thelowest domestic consumption

: were from the European Union,

¢ ranging fromabout 130 toless than
: 100 litres per persona day. For

: comparison, a Singaporean uses

: about151litresevery day.

While all cities share European

: regulations for water protectionand
i conservation, they havelarge

: freedomstochoose how toreach

i thesegoals. Most water provided by
. utilities in Europe isused by

¢ households. So cities developed

: theirindividual approaches, tailored
i totheir own specific contexts.

: Threesuccessful cities stand out.

: BERLIN

: (POPULATION: 3.5 MILLION)

: Ithad tolearn how to conserve
: water the hard way.

After Berlin was divided after

: World War Iland the Berlin Wall

¢ wasconstructed in1961, for nearly
i 40years, West Berlin was forced to
. rely on waterresourceslocated

: solely onits own territory. In the

: process, itbecame an early adopter
: of water recycling and the closed

: water cycleapproach, similar to

: Singapore.

In socialist East Berlin, water was

: provided without restriction and at
: anegligible cost.

Afterre-unification in 1989 and

¢ themerger of Eastand West
: Berlin’swater suppliers, pricesrose :
: from€0.13 (in East Berlin) toan

: average of €1.69 per cubic metre

: plusannual connection fees.In the
: process, household water

: consumption fell sharply from 200
: litres (East) and 156 litres (West)

: per person down to 113 litres per

: Berlinresident today.

: COPENHAGEN

: (POPULATION: 1.3 MILLION)

: Ithad very high pollution levels in
: the1960s, to the extent that dead
¢ fishinsurrounding lakes, riversand :
: coastalareaswereacommonsight. :

Today, the water is so clean that

: Copenhagenresidents can swimin
: thecity’sharbourarea. Like

: Singapore, Copenhagen madeita

: priority toenable citizens touse

: their waterways for recreation.

: Copenhagenhasalsoinitiated

: water-saving campaign “Max100”
: andisclosetoreachingits goal of

100 litres per person aday.

Raising the price of water

: (including wastewater treatment)
¢ from€3.46 to €5 (5$7.50) in the

i last20 years helped toreduce

: water consumption by more than
i 20 per cent, tocurrently 104 litres
! per person.

: ZARAGOZA

: (POPULATION: 650,000)

¢ Located inasemi-desert climate in
¢ northernSpain, it has traditionally
: beenbattling with drought and

i water scarcity.

i Afteraparticularly bad droughtin
: the1990s forced the introduction of :
: waterrestrictions, the city decided
: toact. Over al5-year process

i (whichisstill ongoing), a massive

: water conservation programme for
i citizens, schools, public

¢ administration, small businesses

and industry was established.

Subsidised water savingkits were :
: madeavailable toresidents. The :
: tariff system wasreformed to

¢ penalise excessive water usage. In

i 2010, the water price households

: had to payvaried between €0.43

¢ per cubic metre forlow-end users,
i andup to€2.50 per cubic metre for
¢ high-endusers, with discounts for

: applicable families.

The Harbour
Bath at Islands
Brygge in
Copenhagen
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to use their
waterways for
recreation. The
water is so
clean that they
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city's harbour
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When the city poseda

© 1billionlitre water saving

i challenge, citizens surpassed the

¢ goal set within the first year, saving
i more than 5 per cent of yearly

¢ domestic water.

Since 1997, household water

i consumption in Zaragoza hasgone
i downfrom150 litres to 96 litres per
: personaday today.

Singapore faces similar

challenges to these cities: sustained
: urbangrowth, limited space, water
. pollution threats, increasing

i droughtand resulting water

¢ scarcity and insecurity. Just like

i these cities, Singapore needsto

¢ find its own solutions to tackle its

: waterrisks.

Asthese cases show, tariffs play

i animportant partin signalling the
¢ value of water toitsusers. They

: drawattention to its scarcity, and
: encourage conservation.

However, they work best if

i coupled with other measures:

. protecting water resources,

i investing in infrastructure, and

: teamingup with people, creating
: awareness about water

: conservation measures and

inviting society to participate.
Intheend, pricesare just one

¢ further tool to signal a simple truth:
: Wateris precious. Creatinga

i sharedwater conservation goal for
. allSingaporeans will help to make

i Singapore water-secure for the

¢ future.
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