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Change where you live without moving away

Nairobi 21 March 2002: Water for Development is the theme for this year's World Water Day on 22 March 2002. “Water has always held a central role in the practices and beliefs of many cultures and religions. It is the primary building block of life. World Water Day, this year, reminds us that water is the key to sustainable development” Mr. Klaus Töpfer, the Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) says.  He calls on African governments to integrate freshwater management into national economic frameworks as key elements in policies for sustainable development and poverty alleviation, and to improve the management of land use, especially in river basins and other watersheds in Africa to protect our water resources.

As a special event to support this World water Day in Kenya, the Nairobi River Basin Project (NRBP), which is coordinated by UNEP’s Regional Office for Africa, is organizing a week long programme of activities from 18-26 March, with a Nairobi river basin community. This particular community is part of Kibera, a vast informal settlement which, because of its escalating population growth, is making heavy demands on the Motine/Ngong River, one of the three main rivers running through Kenya's capital city.

 The final event on 26 March entitled "Change where you live without moving away", is designed to create awareness of the value of Nairobi's rivers; to offer a platform for the community to express its concerns about pollution; to organize activities that are both educative and entertaining around the Nairobi River clean-up campaign; and to create enthusiasm to change the community surroundings without moving away.

Apart from the removal of garbage there will be tree planting, bridge -building, painting of the local school, music, puppets, drama, and songs composed by the local community for the occasion and edu-tainment.

At the end of the day, it will have been demonstrated that organizing joint activities through collective community effort can change where you live without moving away".

World Water day will also be commemorated all over Africa, a continent where, according to recent figures, 6, 000 people a day or over 2.1 million a year are dying as a result of poor hygiene and disease-contaminated water. 

Recent UNDP studies indicate that more than 300 million people in Africa lack access to safe water and that the situation is worsening. In sub-Saharan Africa, about half per cent of the population is exposed to serious health problems as people continue to discharge industrial and domestic waste without treatment into rivers and lakes. 

Given current population projections, over 400 million people are expected to be living in at least 17 water-scare African countries by the year 2010, with direct impact to their lives as their lack of water will severely constrain food production, ecosystem protection and economic development. Furthermore, the continuing decline in the availability of a commodity essential to various social and economic activities and to human wellbeing in the face of rising demand poses possibilities of disputes and conflicts both within and among the African countries. At present, few mechanisms exist at appropriate levels of government to mediate clashes of interest over water husbandry and use. 

 “This has conferred on water a new level of political attention, which needs translation into political commitment within and between states for the protection of a vital resource. Current fears concerning climate change and its impact on freshwater resources merely demonstrates the urgency of the situation” Mr. Töpfer, speaking at the launching of the national conference on integrated water resources management in Kenya said Wednesday on the onset of the World Water Day.

“The lessons from the past are clear. Without appropriate policies and institutional capacities for making the transition to more comprehensive, ecosystem-based water resources management, no technical or engineering fix will succeed. It is very important that domestic policies and actions should not be seen to be separate from international policies and actions” Mr. Töpfer added. 

To address this issue, African Ministers responsible for water issues are coming together under the African Ministerial Conference on Water (AMCOW), and in collaboration with UNEP, to chart a way for a sustainable holistic approach to water issues in Africa. The New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD), which represents a major development in policy setting in Africa, also calls for specific responses from all African governments. 

For more information please contact: Angele Luh, Regional information Officer, Tel: 624292, fax: 623928, e-mail: Angele.Luh@unep.org
 or Valerie Leakey, Coordinator of the NRBP, tel: 624276, fax: 623928, e-mail: Valerie.Leakey@unep.org
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