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Welcoming Remarks Delivered by Mr Simon R Nhongo
UN Resident Coordinator and UNDP Resident Representative, Namibia

Opening Reception of the 
Fourth Biennial Global Environment Facility’s International Waters Conference
July 31, 2007, Cape Town, South Africa _______________________________________________________
Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, Good Evening!
My name is Simon Nhongo and I am the UNDP Resident Representative and UN Resident Coordinator in Namibia. It is my honour and privilege to welcome you all to this evening’s Reception, to Cape Town and, indeed in many cases, to Africa for this Fourth Biennial Global Environment Facility’s International Waters Conference. As many of you might have guessed, I owe my presence here to the location of the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem (BCLME) Programme (and now the Commission) in Namibia. As you know, BCLME has played a crucial role in organizing this Conference and UNDP is the Programme’s Executing Agency.
Water plays a crucial role in achieving the objectives of sustainable development. As the world’s population continues to rise, and urbanization and industrialization continue growing at an equally rapid pace, the demand for water continues to increase while its quality inversely continues to decrease. 

Access to water is a basic human need and a fundamental human right. As Hon Minister Iyambo said this morning, “Water is life.”onH Every human being deserves access to clean water for drinking, sanitation and other everyday uses. In adopting the Millennium Development Goals, the countries of the world pledged to reduce by half the proportion of people without access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation. The combination of safe drinking water and hygienic sanitation facilities is a precondition for good health and for success in the fight against poverty, hunger, child deaths and gender inequality. 
Ironically, in absolute terms, there is enough water to achieve all the noble objectives as set by the international community – if only our waters were managed properly! Yet, one person in six – more than 1 billion of our fellow human beings – has little choice but to use potentially harmful sources of water. The crisis facing us today is that of access to water – and its often poor management that leads billions of people and the environment to suffer unnecessarily. The UNDP’s 2006 Human Development Report argues that, more than scarcity, poverty, power and inequality are at the core of lack of access to water, which is exacerbated by poor water management policies.
We can see the importance of water when we look at how hard people fight for it. It is often said that, God forbid, ‘the next great war will be a water war’. With the ever growing pressure on our water systems, and the high numbers of international water courses which are shared between countries, water and its use can, understandably, become a cause of tension and strained relations between countries.  The challenge facing us, then, is to mitigate these risks and tensions by managing our international waters equitably and in an environmentally, socially and economically sustainable manner.  

With this challenge comes the potential for great opportunity. As international waters are a key component of sustainable development, they have the potential to serve as catalysts and conduits for regional cooperation. The BCLME experience has shown us that, where individual national Governments might have failed, an integrated trans-boundary, ecosystem management approach is yielding the desired results. While it may not be the sole vehicle for regional cooperation, trans-boundary water-based partnership provides a strong impetus to regional cooperation. Cooperatively managing and developing our waters requires the same skills that will ultimately make sustainable development successful: great expertise, robust institutions, significant investment and strong cross-border cooperation. If we can collaboratively manage our international waters, we will not only have protected this precious resource and avoided conflicts, but we will have set an example of how, together, we can achieve far more than we can individually. 

I hope you will take full advantage of the unique interactive format of this conference to discuss and exchange ideas with colleagues and partners from around the world. With these few words, I, once again, warmly welcome you to the Southern African region and wish you successful and fruitful deliberations in the next few days. 

Thank you.
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