Intervention European Eco Forum Water and Water Related Ecosystems

Thank you Excellency, dear ladies and gentlemen

My name is Sascha Gabizon and I speak on behalf of the European Eco-Forum, the alliance of environmental non-governmental organisations, which was created at the beginning of the Environment for Europe process. Some of our colleagues still remember the first Environment for Europe conferences in Dobris, in 1991, in what was then Czechoslovakia. Already then, water was an important theme.

Now, standing her in Astana we look back 20 years and we have to conclude:

· we made some progress and developed some best practices in some parts of our region

· but – despite our 20 years of hard work –  we have not come to grips with the most urgent and threatening water management problems 

I would like to focus no on 3 of the greatest problems of water management. 

1) Aral Sea. In Dobris some of us already knew about the Aral Sea disaster – have we solved it in the last 20 years? 20 years have past, and the root problem of the Aral Sea shrinking has not been solved. 

2) We know since at least 10 years that the rural populations in the EECCA region are exposed to health damage from lack of access to safe drinking water and sanitation. The WHO has not revised its figures that we have more than 130 million people without access to safe drinking water, and more than that without safe sanitation. Most of them live in rural areas. The situation in most Eastern countries has deteriorated in the last 20 years. 

3) We did not know about the immense risk of irreversible pollution of groundwater in the EECCA region, thanks to work by UNEP and the environmental security programme, we now know the incredible scope of pollution of groundwater from the mining areas, in CA radio-nuclides from the uranium mining tailings, and POPs, in SEE pollution from the Gold and Bauxit mines. The pollution will be irreversible if not take measures now to contain the pollution. And we know now that it is costly, just for one country it is estimated we need 50 million euro to contain the uranium mining tailings. 

Our grandchildren will have now way of paying these great costs, which we are creating, by our unsustainable management of natural resources and waters.

Of course not all bad. Many good practices were developed. I would like to highlight 4 best practices:

1) We have learned a lot from the integrated river management policies development and implemented, first in the EU with the WFD, and more and more in other countries of the UNECE region, e.g. Tchu-Talas cross border river cooperation between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Participation of all stakeholders is key to success. Rights of vulnerable groups need to be protected.

2) We have learned a lot from clean up of uranium mines, in former East Germany, the first uranium mining tailings, of the Wismuth uranium mine are taking place since more than 10 years. We have learned that it will not take 15 years to cleanup the tailings, but double the time, and that the costs are already close to 7 billion euros, compared to the 800 million which were foreseen when the work started.  

3) We have learned a lot on how to protect drinking water sources in rural areas, how to set up democratically elected and managed “water user unions” which provide drinking water at affordable cost, and we have demonstrated that modern dry toilets, using urine diverting systems, as well as ecological waste-water filters, are fast too install and low-cost in maintenance. But now these practices need up-scaling. 

4) We have developed a lot of good practices in the area of payment of eco-services. In the city where I live, Munich, the cities water company, pays small farmers in the water catchment area, to NOT use synthetic fertilizer and pesticides, to protect the drinking water quality. In this way, the drinking water company needs not to pay for treating the water. So they save money. And the savings are shared with the farmers who get a few hundred euro’s per hectare. In Ukraine, wetlands are being restored with carbon credits as they wetlands fix CO2. This concept of eco-system services needs to be widely applied. Consumers and cities should pay for the fresh air and water and biodiversity which the rural areas supply and protect. 

Conclusion

What do we ask the governmental delegates to start committing to? 

· as part of the outcomes of this EfE, and working towards Rio+20, we need to have concrete roadmaps for greening the economy, with concrete targets and budgets, 

· such roadmaps should set priorities for international cooperation on sustainable development, for example in containing mining waste and protecting water sources from irreversible pollution 

· we need to create a fund for clean up of uranium tailings, and a best practice guidance based on the lessons from Wismuth

· we need to build on the  national water dialogues, and get concrete commitments for funding from the IFI’s for capacity building and seed funding for investments of water user unions in all villages which currently have no centralized water supply

· we need to transplant the UN right to water and sanitation into national legislation, which would include:

· a guidelines and legislation linking water , sanitation and health, as part of the implementation of the protocol on water and health 

· a water-penny in each country as a solidarity payment from centralized drinking water supply users, to those who do not yet have safe water supply

· we need to work with NGOs in the field, to help with education and awareness raising to protect our water sources, for example through the Water and Sanitation Safety Plans for schools and communities, and approach developed by my organisation, based on the WHO methodology

· we need to commit to a transformation of economies, away from water intensive crops such as cotton, and away from grab-and-run mining, away from the large scale hydro stations – instead we need concrete targets to move out of these unsustainable practices, to drop irrigation, other cultures, including forests and wetlands, which can be financed partly by carbon credits. 

· we need democratic and transparent government with, effective public participation, timely access to information, and affordable access to justice, 

· we need governance which sets long term goals for wellbeing of people and planet, not short term financial growth and political interests. We have developed many instruments to help improve our governance, - now we need to implement them.   

We cannot wait another 20 years. We need you to take action now. 

Thank you. 

