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regarding environmental aspects of trade. WTO needs a
Trade-Related Environmental Measures (TREMS) agree-
ment. Such an agreement would identify legitimate envi-
ronmental grounds for distinguishing between products
in trade – for example, grounds included in global Multi-
lateral Environmental Agreements – without threatening
the principle of non-discrimination. But the environmen-
tal community would have to accept that restrictions on

trade not covered by these rules would be WTO-illegal
and therefore subject to potential trade sanctions.

It is hard not to think that, had they known what a
failure in Seattle could trigger, the negotiators might have
been more careful to prepare the meeting properly, offer
the concessions necessary for trade liberalisation to move
forward, and be less dismissive of legitimate environmental
concerns.

Forum on Water Security

The Second World Water Forum, held in The Hague
from 17-22 March 2000, under the theme of “Guarantee-
ing Water Security in the 21st Century,” ended somewhat
indecisively.

The Forum set out to address a crisis in the world’s
water supply, where it is estimated that one billion people
are without an adequate supply of drinking water and two
billion without adequate sanitation.

The event, which was chaired by Prince Willem-Al-
exander of the Netherlands, brought together more than
4,500 experts from all over the world, international or-
ganisations, non-governmental organisations and other
interest groups.

The meeting ended with a two-day Ministerial Con-
ference, at the close of which Ministers responsible for
water management and the environment from 110 coun-
tries adopted a Declaration which, while recognising that
access to sufficient water and sanitation are basic human
needs, does not go so far as to propose a genuine global
strategy for addressing the growing shortage of water in
many of the world’s poorest countries. Ministers were
accused of failing to follow through key demands from
delegates. The Chairman noted that the overwhelming
majority of the 4,600 participants wanted recognition of
water as a basic human right enshrined in the Ministerial
Declaration.

The issues of privatisation and charging for water domi-
nated discussions at both the Forum and the Ministerial
Conference.

The Dutch co-operation minister, Eveline Herfkens,
stated that the world will face significant shortages of water
over the coming years and that leaders and the general
public must be made aware of the urgent need to resolve
the water crisis, just as the oil crisis in 1973 was success-
fully addressed.

She refuted criticism from environmental groups and
their ultra-liberal stance taken at the Forum: these organi-
sations argue that water cannot be reduced to a simple
economic commodity but is a fundamental human right.
The Minister insisted that charging for water distribution
implies that its price should reflect its economic value.
She believed that greater involvement of the private sec-
tor is an absolute necessity in increasing the efficiency of
services and attracting the considerable capital required,
which exceeds the resources of governments in this area.

Ministerial Declaration
In the Declaration adopted on 22 March, Ministers

pledged to guarantee access for all to safe and sufficient
water at a reasonable price to ensure a healthy and pro-
ductive life, and to protect the most vulnerable against
risks linked to water. They acknowledge that pollution,
unbridled use of resources, changes in land-use, climate
change and many other factors threaten water resources
and original ecosystems.

In order to combat the growing shortages – which, as
Ministers indicated, most affect the poorest countries – it
is essential that the true value of water be recognised.

To this end, they believe it is necessary to manage water
in a manner that enhances its economic, social, environ-
mental and cultural value, and to charge for water supply
services on the basis of real costs. They emphasise, how-
ever, that this approach must reflect a need for fairness,
whilst taking account of the poorest and most under-privi-
leged.

The challenges are identified as: meeting basic needs
(universal access to adequate supplies of safe water); se-
curing food supply; protecting ecosystems; sharing water
resources (peaceful co-operation and the development of
synergies between different uses of water at all levels);
managing risks (natural catastrophes and epidemiologi-
cal problems); and valuing water and governing water
wisely to ensure that the public and the interests of all
stakeholders are included in the management of water re-
sources.

Ministers recognise in this context the need for insti-
tutional, technological and financial innovations in order
to meet these challenges. They also believe that the pri-
vate sector has a role to play and advocate that integrated
management of water resources should take account of
all resources and all players.

However, there are no concrete proposals for a strat-
egy or action plan. Ministers pledge to pursue collabora-
tion and synergies in order to translate principles into ac-
tion and outline targets and strategies to ensure the chal-
lenge of water security is met.

Ministers also agreed to meet periodically to review
progress. Their next meeting is planned for 2002, in Bonn,
Germany, in the context of the review of the implementa-
tion of Agenda 21, ten years after the United Nations Con-
ference on Environment and Development (UNCED).


