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What's the price
for a safe, secure
source of water?
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Today is World Water Day. Every
year, it offers an occasion forall of
us to pause and consider our use of
this most vital of resources.
Onagloballevel, ithelps focus
attention on what lies behind the

around the world, and what can be
done to avert or manage it.

First,some hard facts. About 2.5
billion to three billion people in the
developing world currently do not
have access to safe drinking water.
What we are facing hereis not so
much a physical scarcity of water
but of water that is fit for human
consumption.

Evenin the developed world,
trust in the quality of tap water is

notassured and has, in some places,

declinedinrecent years.

varied. For example, most
Singapore and Hong Kong
households continue to boil water
for drinking even whenit is safe.
This maybe a holdover from the
practice during the1960s and 70s,
when the quality of tap water was
still questionable.

In North America, trustin the
safety of water took a big hit after
twomajor incidents. In 2000,

: sevenpeople died and more than

1 2,000 fellillin Canada as aresult of
¢ bacterial contamination of the

: municipal water supplyin

: Walkerton, Ontario.

In 2014, the city of Flint, Michigan,

: made headlines worldwide for a

¢ crisis thatarose from poor urban

: water management. Improperly

¢ treated water taken from the Flint

¢ Riverleft thousands of the city’s

: residentsin danger oflead

¢ poisoning afteritleached the metal
: fromthe pipes.

problem of scarcity in various cities :
: continues tospend US$22,000

: (5$29,000) a day on bottled water,
. Newsweek reported this month.

Years on, the state of Michigan

In most other places where lead

¢ poisoningis notaproblem,

: aggressive advertising campaigns
¢ bybottled water companies and

: manufacturers of point-of-use

¢ treatment systems have made

: water a costly lifestyle issue.

Health-wise, it is difficult to

: understand why any individual :
would pay atleast1,000 times more :
: forthe bottled stuffin cities like
The reasons for this are manyand :
: water undergoes extensive safety

: checkseachday. And even then,

: theauthorities are likely to add to
: thenumber of safety tests as new

: contaminants like microplastics

: andendocrine disruptors become
: apublic health issue.

Singapore or Tokyo, where piped

One major takeaway is that it is

no longer enough for utilities to
: focus simply on ensuringadequate
: quantities of water. Increasingly,

: wewill see a shift towards ensuring
¢ trustin the quality of water as well.
. Justaswater is essential tohuman :
¢ survival, it also plays avitalrole in
. sustaining the economy. Food

¢ production is an obvious example,
. butitsimpactis far greater.

Population growth, urbanisation

: and, lately, climate change -

. especiallyin terms of the costs of

: evermore intense droughtsand

¢ floods - drive home the message of
: how critical sound water

: managementis to national survival.

Asthe task becomes evermore

i complexand challenging, growing
: attentionis also being paid to

¢ studying people’s attitudes and

: behaviour on water-related issues,
¢ inparticular, pricing.

: IMPORTANCE OF WATER PRICING
. Gettingthe price right is important. :
: Thiswill ensure that water utilities
: have enough revenue to keep their
. infrastructure going - toprovide

: drinkable water for everyone,

: irrespective of their incomes -

: whileat the same time

. discouraging waste.

Money is also needed to dispose

: oforreuse wastewater,and to

: investinresearchand

. development. The lower the tariffs,
: themore difficult itis for utilities to
: provide a good service. It also

. threatens the quality of water that

¢ the domestic, commercial and

. industrial sectorsreceive.

The water price in Singapore

© was unchanged from 2000 to

2016. It wasraisedlast year, with

: another increase this year. Even

¢ after these tworounds, as a

: percentage ofhousehold income, it
¢ will still be less than what

: consumers paid in 2000.

Despite this, and the fact that

: over70per centofpeoplehaveno :
¢ ideawhatis in their water bill, news :
: oftheincrease last year set off
: muchventing on social media.

There arelessons tobe drawn

from this. Tariffs should have been
¢ increased atleastadecadeago, and

: more could have been done to
: make people aware of water’s

strategic importance. Two cities

. offerreal-life examples of how
: importantitisto get therightpolicy :
: inplace.

: «Cape Town. Drought-stricken
: Cape Town hasbeen in the news
. lately because of “Day Zero”, when
: this city of four million is forced to
: turnoffthe taps forlack of water.

While Day Zero, which was

. originally set for next month, has

: beenpushed backa few months,

¢ thesituation remains dire, witha

: mad scramble for alternatives like
: drilling into aquifers.

Even after the current drought s

. over, Cape Townislikely topay the
: pricefor decades to come becauseof :
: the shortcomings ofits water supply :

system, made worse by the vagaries

: oftheweather. Investments will

: takeahitasbusinesses move to

. other cities or outside South Africa,
: and that, in turn, has consequences
: for badlyneeded job creationand

: economic growth.

: +SaoPaulo.Very few cities have

: managed their water supply

: successfully during serious

: droughts. One of the very few to

: have donesois Sao Paulo in Brazil.

Sao Paulo’s water authority,

: SABESP,is apublic-private

: company, with the state

: government holding 50.3 per cent
: oftheshares.

The utility provides drinking

: water to 27.7 million people. It is

: listed on the Sao Paulo and New

¢ Yorkstock exchanges. Ithas been
: consistently profitable, and has

. successfully raised investments

: fromthe market. It does not receive :
: anysubsidies from the stateand
: federal governments.

During the drought from 2014 to

: 2015,SABESP was compelled to

: make adecision thatproved to be

. critical toits success in managing a
: dwindling supply. It took a carrot

i andstick approach, andits

. instrumentwas pricing.

To cut consumption, it offered

domesticusersa30 per cent
. discount on their water bills if their

water consumption dropped by

: more than 20 per cent. The result:

: 49 per cent of households received
¢ discountsin 2014 and 78 per centin :
: 2015. Water consumption fell 19 per
: centduring the crisis.

Noteveryone cut back. Inall,19

: per cent of domestic users used

: more water. Those whose

¢ consumptionrose by up to 20 per
: centsaw their water billsincrease
: by40percent.ItwasalO0 percent :
. jump for those whose consumption
: wentup by more than 20 per cent.

The carrot and stick approach

worked remarkably well. Daily per

capita consumption declined from
160 litres in 2012 to 143 litres in

: 2014, and 120 litres in 2015.

After the crisis was overin 2016,

. thisfigure hasincreased only

: marginally. People have realised
: thevalue of water, and the

: importance of its conservation.

: WATER-SAVING TARGETS

: Goingby the per capita water

: consumption yardstick, Singapore,
: atl43litres, stillhasalong way to

: goifitistohitatargetofbelow100
. litresby 2035.

But it can be done. Major

: advances in water conservation

: have been made by countries like
: the Czech Republic (87litres)and
. citieslike Leipzig, Malaga or Tallinn :
: —allunder94litres.

Managing urban water is not

: rocket science. Every city mustaim
. to concurrently reduce both

: domesticand industrial demand

: forwater, treat and reuse

wastewater, and increase supply in

: acost-effectiveand
: environmentallyacceptable
: manner.

Allthese steps also have tobe

: financially sustainable.

Properlymanaged and with the

help of rapidly improving
: technology and expertise, every city
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: Theurbanwater crisis

: theworld is facing is often
: notsomuchone of

: physical scarcities but of
: management of services.
: Whatis mostlylacking at
: presentis political will,

: onthe part of governments
: tomake hard decisions

: thatwill enable water

: agenciestoimprove

: significantly the services
: theyprovide,andalsothe
: willingness of people to

: pay modestamountsto

: maintainasafeand

: reliable supply of water.

has enough water for all, even for the
: decades ahead with the challenges
: of rising population density.

In the final analysis, the urban

: water crisis the world is facing is

: oftennot so much one of physical
. scarcities but of management of

i services.

Whatis mostly lacking at present

 is political will, on the part of
: governments to make hard
¢ decisions that will enable water

agencies to improve significantly

: theservices they provide, and also
: the willingness of people to pay

: modestamounts to maintain a safe
. andreliable supply of water.
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