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The World Day for Water on 22 March is an occasion not only for celebration, but for urgent reflection on the dangers ahead -- especially for the well-being of  children and  families in the developing world. 

These dangers include the growing threats to our reliance on groundwater.

Groundwater -- the theme of this year’s World Day for Water  -- is a major source not only of safe water, but a key factor in local development and poverty alleviation.
 

We can rejoice in the successes of the United Nations Decade for Safe Water and Sanitation 1980-1990,  a period that saw 1.2 billion more people gain access to safe water. It was a trend that has continued in the 1990s, with safe water made available so far to an additional 800 million people -- raising the worldwide total from 2.5 billion to 3.3 billion.


But global access to adequate sanitation is declining. The number of people without it  rose from 2.6 billion in 1990 to 2.9 billion in 1997 --  nearly half of humanity.  In addition, the freshwater resource base is shrinking, as pollution from domestic and industrial sources squeezes available surface and groundwater reserves. 

The implications for sustainable development of  our water resources are ominous -- particularly for groundwater in the Earth’s ubiquitous, shallow aquifers, which serve as the ultimate source for many rural and peri-urban poor, and the ultimate sink for their waste.

Contamination caused by inadequate sanitation can compromise both groundwater and surface supplies -- and there are worrisome signs  that this is already occurring on a growing scale throughout the world,  in tandem with industrial pollution and agricultural runoff. 

 It is a  life-and-death issue of the first order, for cholera and other illnesses associated with contaminated water, including diarrhoea, typhoid and Hepatitis A,  needlessly kill thousands of people a day. 

Diarrhoea alone kills 2.2 million young children a year in the developing world --  and those that survive are left underweight, stunted mentally and physically, vulnerable to other deadly diseases, and too debilitated to go to school. 


When children lack water that is fit for drinking and sanitation, virtually every aspect of their health and development is at risk. And as families lose access to reliable sources of water and adequate sanitation, an entire generation’s worth of hard-won gains in child health and nutrition are lost -- and human development opportunities forgone. The result can only undermine any chance for sustainable development.


Falling water tables, their depletion accelerated by unsustainable groundwater extraction for industry and agriculture, are an increasingly serious problem. Less than 10 per cent of groundwater goes for household use on a worldwide average; but millions of poor people often have to pay market prices for clean water, while the largest institutional users frequently get their water free or at subsidised costs. 

When water tables fall and aquifers near the surface become contaminated, wells must be dug deeper. This means that the simple and inexpensive technology that made it possible to make clean water available to large numbers of impoverished communities since the1960s is becoming inadequate. 

 
Reports of contaminated or dwindling water supplies are now coming in from all regions of the world. The situation is particularly worrisome for small island States, where reserves are limited and saline water will contaminate freshwater aquifers as soon as water tables fall.


The answer to these problems is not deeper wells, but sound conservation policies. There is more than enough freshwater in the world to meet the needs of all people -- but we must apply the same attention to the extraction and distribution of water as we would to the running of any other essential industry.


UNICEF and the United Nations System as a whole place strong emphasis on the involvement of village or neighbourhood councils in overseeing the distribution and conservation of water supplies, as well as in improving sanitation. 

With water utilities becoming increasingly privatised -- and more and more international capital  being earmarked for financing water-supply systems -- it is essential that people’s access to safe water be protected, regardless of their income or ability to pay. The “common pool” character of groundwater makes this preservation of the public interest vital.

Last year, at the UN General Assembly’s five-year review of the Earth Summit, Governments and multilateral agencies pledged to make the revival and protection of freshwater resources a top priority. On this World Day for Water, let us reaffirm the urgency of  that commitment. The survival and health of  today’s children -- and the legacy we leave them  -- depends on it.
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