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IN September this year, on the eve of World Water Day 2009, the government finally announced the new drinking water policy aimed at improving the quality of life of the people. 

The policy is designed to ensure provision of adequate quantity of safe drinking water to the entire population in an equitable, efficient and sustainable manner. While the policy is a good step,there are concerns about its goals being realistic and sustainable. 

The policy aims to establish a new drinking water supply system and to upgrade the existing systems in urban and rural areas for ensuring sustainable access to safe drinking water to the poor by 2020. The policy sets specific guidelines for increasing access to safe drinking water, protection and conservation of surface and groundwater resources, water treatment, appropriate technologies and standardisation.

The policy has suggested various legislative measures to ensure its effective implementation and monitoring, which will be coordinated by the environment ministry in collaboration with provincial Fana, Fata and AJK governments. The policy will be reviewed and updated after every five years by a committee constituted exclusively for the purpose. 

It has placed special emphasis on setting up of new drinking water systems, rehabilitation and upgradation of the existing ones, sustainability of water supply infrastructure, water conservation, water quality improvement, water treatment and drinking water sector management information system. It emphasises that respective tiers of the government will devise strategies and action plans in pursuit of the policy. 

Under the policy, the responsibility of ensuring safe and clean drinking water has been entrusted to the environment ministry. 

A recent study on the state of drinking water supply and usage reveals that only 21.4 per cent of the people have easy access to clean and safe drinking water. Almost 77 per cent of the rural population does not have government water supply provisions; 54 per cent have access to drinking water through hand-pumps or motor pumps, 5.8 per cent through river/lake/canal, 14.4 per cent from fountain, three per cent from well and only 1.3 per cent use bottled water for drinking purposes. 

Estimated water, sanitation and hygiene related diseases cost the economy around Rs112 billion per year, over Rs300 million, a day in terms of health cost and lost earnings. Out of this, the cost associated with diarrhoeal diseases alone is estimated at around Rs55-80 billon per year. Lack of adequate drinking water and sanitation facilities in schools is one of the contributing factors for low enrolment and high drop out of from girls’ schools. 

About 80 per cent of all diseases are caused by unsafe drinking water, inadequate sanitation and poor hygiene. Over Rs30 billion is spent on healthcare for those who suffer from waterborne diseases.A fraction of that amount spent on safe water could save a lot of human sufferings.

Another study suggests that as of 2008, approximately 49.5 million people lacked access to safe drinking water and 50.7 million lacked access to improved sanitation. 

One of the World Bank’s Country Assessment Report estimates that environment and natural resource damage costs the economy about Rs365 billion annually. Of this, drinking water, sanitation and hygiene-related diseases have been estimated to cost about Rs112 billion per year or over Rs300 million a day. Water scarcity and its poor management could lead to loss of biodiversity and agricultural production, increase in malnutrition and diseases, reduced economic growth, social instability, and conflict. 

Water stress threshold being defined as renewable water resources below 1700 cubic meter per person per year whereas its availability is just a little over 1000 cubic meter per person per year, making Pakistan water stress country. 

Urbanisation and inefficient use of water for irrigation and dependence of the agricultural sector on chemicals and fertilisers, has resulted in deterioration in water quality and contamination of lakes, rivers and ground water aquifers. The population in rural areas it relies on hand or motorised pumps. A quarter of rural households continue to draw water from un-improved sources, such as open dug wells, rivers, streams, canals and ponds. Water from these sources is mostly unfit for consumption unless treated. 

Over 90 per cent of water resources are consumed by agriculture and hardly 10 per cent is left for drinking and other purposes. Now the real challenge is to make that 10 per cent of water available for every citizen. 

There are serious ideological flaws in the policy which focused on pricing of water, tariff and privatisation, which will not be acceptable for the majority of the poor living in rural areas and urban slums. Poor budget allocation, bad governance, zero checks and balances and zero accountability and ageing infrastructure are some of the other factors which will make this policy a sour dream. 

Installation of water filtration plants across the country by the year 2015 is also an unrealistic idea as the main execution agency; the district governments have failed to successfully implement the previous projects. 

During the Musharraf regime under Clean Drinking Water for All (CDWA) project, Rs15bn were allocated for installation of 6,626 filtration plants by Dec 2007. This has not happened. 

The CDWA was to be a joint venture between the federal government as financier and the district, tehsil and town governments providing land, labour and electricity. The provincial government was to be the executor. Up to 204 plants for clean drinking water have been installed in Sindh under CDWA project. 

Mere policies cannot deliver. Pakistan is facing serious challenges due to its inability to define water rights and implement equitable water regulation policies throughout the country.

Under the policy, the government has decided to install water filtration plants not in each town but in every village. However, nobody knows that from where the huge amount required for the programme would be generated.

It is time for every stakeholder to recognise the fact that collective future depends on the collective actions

