OPINION

DR HASSAN ABOELNGA & MS AYAT SOLIMAN

RESEARCHER AND CHAIR OF URBAN WATER SECURITY AT INTERNATIONAL WATER RESOURCES ASSOCIATION & REGIONAL DIRECTOR
FORTHE WORLD BANK GROUP'S SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT FOR THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA (MNA) REGION

COMING TO GRIPS WITH URBAN WATER
IN THE FACE OF CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE

“Water is life” is such a popular phrase that we use it almost as
a cliché. But that same expression is one of the most powerful
calls-to-action during the COVID-19 pandemic to ensure ur-
ban water security and the sustainable management of water
and sanitation swiftly and effectively for all (SDG6). Water is at
the heart of sustainable development and climate action is crit-
ical for socio-economic development, healthy ecosystems and
human dignity. Water is also at the core of climate adaptation,
serving as the crucial link between the climate system, liveli-
hood and the environment. As highlighted in a recent World
Bank report (Uncharted Waters: The New Economics of Water
Scarcity and Variability), the changing climate will bring about
more droughts and floods with increasing consequences on
farms, firms and households.

The region is highly urbanized
(about 76% urban population),
and its water utilities face challeng-
es in serving the growing urban
population well. MENA has a high
proportion of GDP spent on pub-
lic water subsidies (about 2% of
regional GDP), making water ser-
vices increasingly unaffordable for
utilities/central government. With
few exceptions, utilities cannot reform tariffs to cover opera-
tions costs. Utility management across much of the region is
weak, with significant water losses to leakage and unauthorized
use. The volume of non-revenue water is estimated at 15 BCM
a year, not far short of the total installed annual desalination
capacity of 17 BCM in the region. Despite the widespread in-
jection of subsidies to cover the difference between utility costs
and revenue from customers, the relatively poor quality of pub-
lic WSS services experienced by houscholds drives them to sup-
plement these with more expensive alternative water sources.

Against this backdrop, the World Bank Group launched the
Roadmap for Climate Action from 2021-2025 in the Middle
East and North Africa (MENA) to drive climate action and a
green recovery in the region. The road map outlined four key
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The MENA region has
the greatest expected economic
loss from climate-related

water scarcity, estimated at
6-14% of GDP hy 2050

transformation areas to build low-carbon, resilient societies:
Food systems, water security and resilient natural capital; Energy
transition and low-carbon mobility; Climate-smart cities and re-
silient coastal economies; Sustainable finance for climate action.

MENA's urban water security in the face of climate change:
The urgent need for action
The demand for urban water supply in MENA has grown steadi-
ly in the last decades, during which water demand has been
locked into irrigated agriculture or left stranded assets. Thus, we
need to look at successes in capping water use across different
uses, in particular in cities and agriculture. Water withdrawals
for agriculture in MENA are about 85 percent and represent a
significant source of employment. However, the lack of compli-
ance with restrictions on agricultural
withdrawals, particularly groundwa-
ter, is pushing up the cost of water
for cities as supply-side solutions are
brought forward. Given the impacts
of water scarcity and climate change,
the region needs to rapidly scale up
its inspiring breakthroughs and ini-
tiatives in managing water resources.
The water crisis is already evident
in the MENA region, varying in scale and intensity at different
times of the year. 60% of the population is affected by high or
very high water stress, compared to a global average of about
35%. Two-thirds of all freshwater resources originate outside
the region, resulting in countries’ dependence on shared water
supplies. The MENA region has the greatest expected econom-
ic loss from climate-related water scarcity, estimated at 6-14

percent of GDP by 2050.

The five Is to leapfrog in achieving urban water security and
sustainable development

The answer: smart, systematic investments in urban water resil-
ience around the five Is that ensure communities have safe, reli-
able, and affordable water and that water resources are protected
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through disaster preparedness and water-sensitive infrastruc-
ture. Urban water resilience is thus critical for many Sustainable
Development Goals and UN Habitats New Urban Agenda to
the Paris Agreement and building back better from COVID-19.
* Integration

Integrated Water Resources Management IWRM) is key in
achieving water security. The Arab region has been investing for
a long time in linear systems (for usage and disposal). Water and
sanitation are still being treated as two separate systems, similar
to surface and groundwater resources, while they are all part of
one system: the water cycle. Wastewater is often considered both
a risk and a waste that should be disposed of, as 80 percent of
wastewater is discharged directly into the natural environment
without being used. An estimated 40 to 50 percent of drinking
water is wasted due to physical and
commercial loss, a major issue con-
tributing to the region’s intermit-
tent water supply (IWS).

* Innovation through new tech-
nologies, financing, and partner-
ships

Innovation in water technology
— from water supply (such as de-
salination and solar pumping) to
industrial efficiency (such as more efficient water reuse) to ag-
ricultural technologies (such as crop protection and irrigation
controls) — shows huge potential for leapfrogging.

Public utilities are typically unable to meet development fi-
nance demands solely through public resources and will have to
attract new sources of funding. Unlocking private sector capital
in the Arab region for water development projects is particularly
challenging due to uncertainties in return on investment. This
is compounded by limited regulatory and institutional frame-
works that ensure democratic ownership, effectiveness and ac-
countability. This is where innovative solutions, such as perfor-
mance-based contracts, are needed.

* Infrastructure (resilient infrastructure and nature-based
solutions)

Innovation through new
technologies, financing, and
partnerships shows huge
potential for leapfrogging
towards water security

A new generation of infrastructure projects has a critical role to

play in meeting the climate adaptation challenge. Combining
this “green infrastructure” with traditional “grey infrastructure”
such as dams, levees, reservoirs, treatment systems and pipes can
provide solutions that enhance system performance and better
protect communities.

* Information

Integrating data and the digital transformation in the water sector
can help conserve water resources, connect the dots between wa-
ter users and water-related policies, lead to behavioural change,
spur innovation, and strengthen the resilience of communities,
especially in a fragile context like the COVID-19 pandemic.

* Institutions

Institutional reform processes must go hand in hand with pol-
icy and legislation. Institutional re-
forms and incentives are critical to
enhance and sustain water supply
and sanitation service delivery in
Arab countries. Water sectors in the
region that have replicated solutions
from developed countries without
much adaptation and due reference
to their political economies have
generally failed.

To achieve urban water security in the Arab region, we need to
shift away from siloed solutions to more inclusive and integrated
ones. Business as usual is not an option. Progress requires a net-
work of ideas and for institutions to come together to develop
solutions. Innovative solutions can offer unprecedented oppor-
tunities that can help the region leapfrog towards water security,
resilience and sustainable development for all.

All of the above and much more were discussed and deliber-
ated on during the 14th of February 2022 session titled, “Ur-
ban Water Security for Sustainable Development in the Arab
Region,” held during the Arab Sustainable Development Week
organized by the League of Arab States.

*Some parts of the article were originally published

in the World Bank blog.
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