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The Alternative Voices of the
4th World Water Forum

Gabriela Angeles Serrano*

INTRODUCTION

Since water is the basis of life on our planet
and an essential resource for the progress of hu-
manity, undoubtedly one of this year’s most
important international events is the 4th World
Water Forum, held March 16 to 22, 2006 in
Mexico City.!

Its sessions’ crosscutting themes were
water management for food and the mainte-
nance of ecosystems and water for growth,

development and sanitation that we all have

* Researcher at the CISAN.
ganserr@servidor.unam. mx

the right to. But what concrete proposals are
there for using this resource in this way at the
same time that we reduce risks? The sessions
were planned taking into consideration the
commitments made in past summits to share
the advances in the application of measures to
improve local water management.

We should ask ourselves about how possi-
ble it is for a world forum, whose main goal is
to explicitly include the exchange of experi-
ences among a multiplicity of the highest level
stakeholders, to really motivate participation and
dialogue since locally, people do not share the
idea that global accords can directly be imple-
mented successfully given the multiplicity and
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In recent decades the problem
of environmental deterioration linked to social inequality
and poverty has made it necessary to reformulate
the meaning of the term “progress"”.

diversity of geographic areas and in-
terests.’

Despite the diversity of conditions
and interests, it has been nine years
since the first world forum in Moroc-
co and interest in the issue clearly has
not declined. On the contrary, more
and more representatives from differ-
ent spheres have come with a broad
spectrum of proposals and expecta-
tions.? A large number of non-govern-
mental organizations, scientists, pro-
fessionals, academics, businesspersons
and other members of civil society at-
tended.

It was a big contrast to see sun-
burned peasants wearing cowboy hats
attending the sessions and eating next
to high governmental officials, scien-
tists and international delegates. The
presence of poor delegates is particu-
larly noteworthy because the registra-
tion fee of U.S.$240 to U.S.$600 was
too expensive for anyone who did not
have the economic backing of a pub-
lic or private organization.

To get an idea of participants’ pro-
files, we should first of all consider
that the forum was co-organized and
promoted by the World Water Council
(wwc) and the National Water Com-
mission (Conagua), the host organiza-
tion.* The characteristics of both the
organizers and the forum make it easy
to foresee the exclusion of certain sec-

tors with limited or no presence among
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these high-level circles, despite the le-
gitimacy of their interests.

For some local interest groups, for
example, the 4th World Water Forum
proposes and defends an ideological
platform conceived from the highest
levels of power. This fact alone brings
into doubt the authenticity of its inter-
est in disseminating plural, diverse opi-
nions about water, one of the issues that
has some of the greatest political impli-
cations capable of generating conflicts
of interest on a world scale.

However, it was a great surprise to
hear the voices of participants and pan-
elists alike who opposed official po-
sitions, and to see anti-forum partici-
pants distributing pamphlets and
inviting people to so-called local “em-
powerment sessions”. These people
echoed deeper scientific postulations
and promoters of social inclusion in de-
manding an agenda centered not on
certainties, but on the great challenges
and the difficulties in facing them.

How much were these voices and
alternative proposals represented and
how were their proposals included?
The answer to these questions would
allow us to determine whether the po-
sitions for and against the spirit of the
forum are completely antagonistic or
if some level of consensus is feasible
that would make convergence and, in
the long run, the prevention of con-

flicts possible. In this article, I explore

this point, based on an overview of the
main debates and the profile of the dif-
ferent proponents. Then, I will briefly
deal with the issues and challenges that
emerged from the sessions, and con-
clude with the matter of how “alter-
native” proposals were represented in

the final declaration.

THE B1G DEBATES AND
THEIR PROPONENTS

This forum’s central objective was to
share experiences and learn from one
another. Despite its simplicity, this
idea, present in the inaugural speech-
es, reflects a strong practical bent and
puts forward a difficult-to-achieve goal.
That is because learning is complicat-
ed by sharp ideological clashes, as
Loic Fauchon, this year’s co-president
and the president of the wwc, in the
inaugural session, pointed out when
he said that no issue is as big a concern
and matter for disagreement world-
wide as water.”

In the sessions led by international
organizations like the World Bank, the
Organization for Economic Cooper-
ation and Development (OECD) and
the Global Water Partnership, among
others, the discourse was moderate,
perhaps given the global strength of
groups fighting against the participa-
tion of multinational corporations in
water management. These discourses
that apparently included more oppos-
ing opinions touched only tangential-
ly on the controversies that emerged
in previous fora since, from their per-
spective, those discussions limited the
establishment of mechanisms for coop-
eration and the achievement of com-
mon goals. An example of this attitude

was that these institutions relegated to
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second place the debate about whether
water should be considered a human
right or an economic good subjected
to market forces as well as the contro-
versies about whether processes of
deregulation, privatization and decen-
tralization are the only means for chan-
neling demands effectively. They also
consider the conflicts of interests that
these issues are creating in all spheres
a secondary matter.

By contrast, the great dilemmas
that water management and the con-
flicts it can create were discussed. For
example, David Grey, from the World
Bank, spoke about the differences that
can exist between local and global in-
terests and between current demands
and future necessities. He accepted
that they could be legitimate, though
counterposed interests, and therefore
expressed the need to advance beyond
a “‘minimum platform” of accords.
Nevertheless, the effort to include
these debating points was unsuccess-
ful: what was considered important
was satisfying the global need for fi-
nancial resources and investment in
infrastructure as a means to success-
fully deal with the vulnerability of many
regions exposed to climate change and
thus advance in meeting the millen-
nium goals.®

This moderate discourse may be
understandable in light of an ideology
sustained by a great many discourses
emanating from international institu-
tions, but also from national agencies,
private enterprise and government re-
presentatives of Mexico and other coun-
tries. Another vein of this ideology
may be the Wwc view regarding the
human right to water:

“The human right to water entitles every-

one to sufficient, safe, acceptable, phys-

ically accessible and affordable water
for personal and domestic uses. An
adequate amount of safe water is nec-
essary to prevent death from dehydra-
tion, reduce the risk of water-related
disease and provide for consumption,
cooking, personal and domestic hygien-
ic requirements.””

In view of this, it would seem that
the principle of the right to water is
limited to covering the basic necessi-
ties.® On the other hand, the accep-
tance of this principle by governments
worldwide would seem to indicate that
there is consensus that every individ-
ual should have access to a minimum
amount of water for covering his/her
needs. Up to this point, we would all
seem to be in agreement. However,
when we discuss what the key local
action should be for achieving the goal
of “water for all,” the voices empha-
sizing the lack of resources to invest
in infrastructure and the strategies for
increasing it managed to make them-
selves heard over those that underlined
the need to improve technical and in-
stitutional capabilities of local and com-
munity inhabitants as the means to
strengthen their autonomy in manag-
ing their resources without requiring
financing of any kind.

People went so far as to say that the
debate about counterposing public and

private water management was a false

one given the successful experiences in
local management when a public, com-
munity effort has included private par-
ticipation. At the end of the day, as
the OECD and the World Bank said, it
does not matter where the resources
come from; what matters is getting
enough of them to take the local action
required and prevent the risks associ-
ated with water scarcity. Nevertheless,
the alternative voices disagreed with
this position and asked for the public-
private controversy about water to be
reformulated as a political priority.

In this context, in his magnificent
presentation, Erik Swyngedouw sug-
gested that before taking concrete
action, the political nature of the water
issue should be recognized, as well as
the limits of market forces, particularly
when dealing with social and environ-
mental problems. Thus, the dilemma
between public or private participation
was reaffirmed, analyzing both from
the perspective of equality, communi-
ty and citizens’ autonomy, environ-
mental deterioration and the respon-
sibility for it. Therefore, the issue of
water and its unequal distribution was
also examined from the socio-econom-
ic and political standpoint and not just
as a matter of geographical, demograph-
ic or climate change heterogeneity.

For its part, the “highest-level” dis-
course argued for a consensus, empha-

sizing that at the forum, no one was

Guaranteeing water as a human
right continues to be a topic of discussion
for bodies like the wwc, whose aims favor this principle
and are oriented to finding a way to concretize it.
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trying to impose privatization, since, as
Mexican Minister of Environment and
Natural Resources José Luis Luege
Tamargo said, “This debate is about a
dialogue and sharing ideas.” However,
at the same time, he welcomed private
and foreign investment for sanitation
infrastructure. To justify this contra-
diction, he reiterated that having effi-
cient public bodies and greater social
commitment did not solve the problem
of infrastructure and the challenges
implied in comprehensive management
of water resources. Despite this argu-
ment, the debates continued at the fo-
rum about this supposed public need
for infrastructure. However, it is not
enough to know that these investments
foster development and create jobs.
What must be clarified is up to what
point taxpayers would be taking on
the responsibility for paying for a raw
material, water, destined to insure the
maintenance of very lucrative private,

multinational businesses.’

EMERGING ISSUES AND
NEW CHALLENGES

Water is a political issue. This means
that it can create greater polarization
if we consider the participation of broad
sectors on all levels, something that
could be seen at the forum when new
key issues emerged during the discus-
sions that to a certain extent revealed
the complexity of social and environ-
mental phenomena that are difficult
to see and deal with using current
focuses. Although paradoxically it was
not recognized in the final declara-
tions, some of these emerging themes
are of strategic importance for dev-
eloping countries and particularly for

Mexico:
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The issue of water and its unequal distribution
was also examined from the socio-economic and political
standpoint and not just as a matter of geographical,
demographic or climate change heterogeneity.

1) ‘Transborder water management. This
matter requires further attention in
light of free trade agreements given
the existing legal vacuum which gives
multinationals the power to control
all forms of commercialization not
explicitly regulated by treaties as
currently written.

2) The protection and sustainable man-
agement of underground water and
water ecosystems. These are neces-
sary if we consider strategic means
to deal with climate variability and
environmental deterioration. More
than investing in infrastructure, this
would imply reconsidering priori-
ties regarding water.

3) Empowerment of communities and
the citizenry. This would give the
population autonomy in managing
its resources based on a new culture
that would make water, conceived
as a human right, a priority.

4) The governability of water. This implies
recognizing everyone’s right to water
and the obligation to act ethically
when dealing with the challenges its

management brings with it.

THE B1G CONCLUSIONS:
WATER FOR ALL?

Despite the only slight optimism about
the forum’s plurality and objectivity, it
is true that many voices did make them-

selves heard and the most important
debates did happen. However, the peo-
ple who talked about privatization never
managed to dialogue with those who
defended access to water as a human
right, and vice versa, despite the suc-
cess stories told by the proponents of
both models. Thus, voices were heard
affirming that public participation im-
proved access to water and increased
communities’ autonomy, but others said
that private participation “educated” com-
munities in caring for their resources.
Despite this back and forth of ideas,
access to water was not declared a fun-
damental human right.!°

The question remains whether the
forum’s organizers considered it a total
failure or a resounding success. Given
its format and the presence of many
interests, it is not out of the question
to think that the objective was to con-
solidate strategies to strengthen the in-
fluence and local control over resources
and in this way increase profits from
investments and minimize the con-
flicts that could arise from the exis-
tence of alternative positions and val-
ues that, to our surprise, were also
presented at the forum.!!

Although these voices could be
heard loud and clear, presenting solid
arguments based more on fact than the-
ory, at the end of the forum, the doubt
remained about whether there could

have been greater consensus or at least
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if' it would have been possible to strike
a chord amongst those who were reluc-
tant to learn from others. Unfortuna-
tely, there was never enough time to

ask these and other questions. KNIM

NOTES

!'In recent decades the problem of environment-
al deterioration linked to social inequality and
poverty makes it necessary to reformulate the
meaning of the term “progress” to at least ques-
tion its ethical basis. Thus, for example, we
should ask ourselves whether it is ethical to
move entire populations from their places of ori-
gin or take away their traditional means of sub-
sistence in order to consolidate an economic
development project like the construction of a
hydroelectric plant or an industrial belt.

21 am referring particularly to groups that are
fighting to maintain structural living condi-
tions and autonomous organization in their
communities, such as indigenous confedera-
tions, ejido collective farm members and peas-
ants, as well as some sectors of academics and
social scientists committed to different causes
like the fight against big dam projects.

3 Many meetings with alternative proposals
and evident social commitment were held in
Mexico City parallel to the official forum.

FERICA
D HEMISE
"‘“I—‘;fr:[': Y DESAFIOS

ol

However, I was surprised by the active partic-
ipation in the official forum itself of activist
committees like the one made up of people
from Baja California against the relining of
the All American Canal.

*The wwc was founded in 1996 as a multilater-
al platform that brings together a variety of high-
level actors, including explicit and implicit links
to the governments of several countries, the
United Nations, the World Bank and different
ministries and national, regional and global pub-
lic and private networks. In September 2005,
the World Water Council was granted special
consultative status by the UN Economic and
Social Council. This special status gives the
council the opportunity to designate official
representatives to the United Nations head-
quarters in New York and their offices in Ge-
neva and Vienna (www.worldwatercouncil.org).
Conagua is Mexico's autonomous federal body
with full authority to manage and preserve Mex-
ico’s water resources, and is obviously an active
partner in the wwc.

w

Fauchon heads up one of the main subsidia-
ries of SUEZ, one of the most profitable multi-
nationals in the water industry.

At the UN Millennium Summit in September
2000, world leaders signed the Millennium De-
claration which inspired the eight objectives
included in the Millennium Development doc-
ument, and the 18 goals, including the one that
proposes that by 2015, the number of people
without access to drinking water should be
reduced by half. <www.un.org/millenniumgoals>,
consulted March 30, 2006.

The North American Booklets collection is an
academic series aimed at the public interested
in social, political, economic, demographic and,
of course, foreign policy and international
relations issues in North America. The series
presents both well-documented timely analyses

of current issues and theoretical, specialized

reflections based on rigorous research.

’ Guaranteeing water as a human right contin-

ues to be a topic of discussion for bodies like the
WWC whose aims favor this principle and are
oriented to finding a way to concretize it in
rural and urban projects. See General Com-
ment 15, CESCR, 2002 at <www.worldwater-
council.org>, consulted March 29, 2006.

81n some sessions, it was even proposed that

30 liters of free drinking water was the min-
imum amount any individual should have
access to. In the case of Mexico City, given
the uncertainty about the amount of potable
water piped into houses, many people pay
between four and ten pesos a liter for puri-
fied water. During the 4th Forum, a 500-mil-
liliter bottle of water sold for 15 pesos.

9 In North America alone, the water industry's

annual profits come to more than U.S.$115.8
billion in the United States, U.S.$1.084 bil-
lion in Canada and U.S.$707 million in Mex-
ico. In all three cases, the industry’s growth in
the first decade of this century will be over 20
percent. See <www. datamonitor.com>.

10 The almost 150 countries who were signato-

ries to the final declaration of the 4th World
Water Forum did not want to include the
access to water as one of the fundamental
rights of human beings as Venezuela, Cuba,
Uruguay and Bolivia proposed.

At the end of the forum, the weakest voices con-
tinued to argue for the right to develop their com-
munities, to preserve the quality of their rivers
and lagoons and to autonomously decide to
carry out economic activities in their lands
with better living and health conditions.
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