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Freshwater is a finite resource that is vital for sustainable development, economic growth, political and social stability, health, and poverty eradication in the world (http://www.worldwaterforum5.org/).  The debate on how to meet the growing global demand for freshwater has intensified in recent years.  Recent estimates show that over 800 million people currently lack access to safe drinking water and about 2.5 billion people lack access to adequate sanitation (http://www.worldwaterforum5.org/).  In response to these challenges, the World Water Forum was initiated in 1996 as a platform to highlight and include water issues on the international policy agenda.  The Forum is an open, all inclusive, multi-stakeholder gathering and event that aims to raise the importance of water on the political agenda, support deeper discussions to help solve the international water issues of the 21st century, formulate concrete proposals and generate political commitment to address these problems.  This Forum is convened every three years by the World Water Council (WWC) and a host country.  The 5th World Water Forum convened in Istanbul, Turkey from March 16 – 22 2009.  

This Forum aimed to addresses global concerns over the pressures on the earth’s freshwater resources.  The Forum’s topics were explored through more than 100 thematic sessions, seven regional sessions, and a series of political processes involving local authorities, parliamentarians, ministers and Heads of State.  More than 33,000 delegates from 192 countries participated in the Forum.  These delegates represented various governments, UN agencies, intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), academia, the media and other civil society groups (http://www.worldwaterforum5.org/).  The Forum’s main theme, “bridging divides for water,” was addressed through six sub-themes: global change and risk management; advancing human development and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); managing and protecting water resources; governance and management; finance; and education, knowledge and capacity development.  A Water Fair and Water Expo were also held during the Forum, offering a platform for participants to present their achievements and highlight the cultural aspects of water.  A Learning Centre was also organized that facilitated the participation of children and youth from all over the world to educate and involve them in thinking about issues related to water.
I participated as part of a University of Pennsylvania student team from the MES department.  The Forum presented a unique opportunity for me to be part of a global conference, to interact with participants from all over the world and learn about water-related issues.  The highlight of the conference for me was the two-hour side-event that our team presented at the conference.  This side-event was called “Women for Water Works” and was planned and executed by our student group.  We presented a short skit, which enacted the impact of the lack of clean drinking water and sanitation on communities, especially on women.  The skit was written and directed by an MES student, Nalat Phalit, and depicted various scenarios in which lack of access to clean water and sanitation to women disrupted their lives significantly.  I played one of the women who stood in line for long periods of time and fought with other women just to get water.  In another scene, I also played a school teacher who highlights the impact of this situation on the lives of children, especially young girls.  

We also had a panel discussion on “Women and Water Issues” in developing countries.  I was one of four panelists and focused on gender and water issues facing India.  The other three panelists covered Ghana, Guatemala and China.  The panel discussion gave me a platform to discuss my perceptions of the water problem in India and what I felt would be the best solutions to address these problems.  

The University of Pennsylvania and Philadelphia Global Water Initiative (PGWI) had set up a booth at the Forum that the students took turns to manage.  I met participants from all over the world while on duty at the booth and got a chance to interact with them and learn about water issues and solutions from different parts of the world.  For example, one of the many interesting people I met on the booth was a social anthropologist, Dr. Suzanne Hanchett, who has been working in Bangladesh for over fifteen years.  She discussed the challenges of teaching sanitation in Bangladesh, where the existing social norms do not consider open defecation as atypical or unusual.  Another interesting person I met was Mr. Rajendra Singh, who is known as the “water Gandhi” of India for his pioneering work in the desert state of Rajasthan. His two decades of work have made many arid villages drought free by building traditional rain harvesting structures.  He stressed that forming local partnerships and community ownership of water resources were key for the success of any sustainable water policy in India.  As an aside, I was surprised by the level of awareness and interest of participants and guests at the Forum about the University of Pennsylvania and how everyone wanted to know about the process for gaining admission to the university.

During the course of the seven days at the Forum, I attended various sessions that addressed different dimensions of the global water situation, as well as the emerging trends in managing and protecting water resources.  The areas that I found most interesting were the impact of climate change on water resources, the debate whether water should be considered a fundamental human right or a paid for scarce resource, promising financial models that are evolving around the world for payment of water services and  the concept of the “water foot-print”.  I found an underlying common thread in all the themes—that “business as usual” was no longer an option.  The world dynamics have been altered due to the growing affluent world population, emerging threat of climate change and the recent financial meltdown.  There is an urgent need to form public-private partnerships to help develop robust water policies at the local, regional and national levels to effectively manage our water resources.  Also, the role of the political sector cannot be over-emphasized, as goals such as harmonious water sharing, efficient water management, social equity and protection of natural resources cannot be achieved without strong political commitment. 

The Forum concluded with the recognition that access to water is a basic human right.  I believe this recognition is a significant step forward that will help to provide more importance and visibility to water issues around the world.  There was also a commitment to develop water management strategies suitable to work towards the Millennium Development Goals, address urbanization, climate change and other global pressures at the local level (http://www.iclei.org).  Overall, the Forum was a great learning experience, provided me a broad perspective on water-related issues around the world and potential solutions to some of the water-related challenges that we will face in the years to come.
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