
Water – the most essential of
life-sustaining elements – pro-
vides for mankind not only
drinking water and sanitation,
but also transport, food, fish,
recreation, energy, water for irri-
gation and industrial processes
and a range of other goods.

The Earth’s population is 
growing by approximately 100
million people a year, and our
ambitions for the planet all
demand water. Degradation of
freshwater and marine water
resources is a major threat to
ecological systems and human
well-being. Some 80% of the

pollutants responsible for the
degradation of marine waters
originate from land-based
human activities.

We pollute water in many ways –
by sewage, chemical substances,
spills and radio-nuclides. We
destroy coastal zones, drain

wetlands and interrupt natural
watercourses without considering
the full consequences. We ruin
habitats, with serious conse-
quences for biodiversity, and we
catch too many fish, thereby
reducing the regeneration of fish
populations. 

The Global International
Waters Assessment (GIWA)
GIWA is an initiative of UNEP
designed to address these prob-
lems in the world’s shared
waters, groundwater reservoirs,
open freshwater areas and
coastal waters.

GIWA is a comprehensive effort
to analyse and establish the root
causes of environmental prob-
lems in international waters.
GIWA’s mission is – by working
in a worldwide network of scien-
tists and universities – to collect
scientifically valid information
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on the level of environmental
degradation in the world’s shared
water resources. In this work, the
emphasis is both on environmen-
tal factors and on the socio-eco-
nomic factors which are the root
causes of the problems.

The main purpose of GIWA is to
provide politicians and other
decision-makers with informa-
tion about where they should
concentrate their efforts to miti-
gate environmental degradation
in international waters. The
information provided by GIWA
will be a basis for the prioritisa-
tion of actions.

The ecological status of the
worldÕs shared waters
A short summary of the outcome
of the assessments carried out as
part of the tasks under GIWA
shows both distinct differences
between different sub-regions of
the world and several common
observations.

Table 1 (above) is a summary of
the assessments carried out at

this stage of the project. The
table shows the areas of concern
identified by the world’s experts
and the likely environmental
impacts of future changes. It is
interesting to note that issues
related to the destruction and
degradation of ecosystems
(‘habitat and community loss’),
and over-fishing (‘unsustainable
exploitation of fisheries’), stand
out as the most acute in most of
the sub-regions.

Over-fishing and related issues
such as excessive destruction of
bycatch and the use of destruc-
tive fishing techniques are
ranked the most severe issues in
more sub-regions than any other
environmental problem. This is
particularly obvious in the East
and South-East Asian Seas, but
it is also mentioned in sub-
regions surrounding the
Atlantic, and all the big inland
lakes. The destruction and
degradation of ecosystems are
also identified as particularly
serious in the East and South-
East Asian Seas.
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Table 1: GIWA assessments and predictions, by sub-region

Table 2: 
Environmental concerns of GIWA

The worldÕs water


