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Clean, safe, and adequate freshwater is vital to the survival of all living organisms and the functioning of
ecosystems, communities, and economies. But the quality of the world’s water is increasingly threatened as
human populations grow, industrial and agricultural activities expand, and as climate change threatens to
alter the global hydrologic cycle. There is an urgent need for the global community—both public and private
sectors—to join together to take on the challenge of protecting and improving the quality of water in our
rivers, lakes, aquifers, and taps. To do so we must commit to preventing future water pollution, treating
waters that are already contaminated - including purification for human consumption, and restoring the
quality and health of rivers, lakes, aquifers, and aquatic ecosystems. These actions will be felt all the way from
the headwaters of our watersheds to the oceans, fisheries, and marine environments that together help

sustain humanity.

The Problem

Water quality has become a global issue. Every day, millions of tons of inadequately treated sewage and
industrial and agricultural wastes are poured into the world’s waters. Every year, lakes, rivers, and deltas take
in the equivalent of the weight of the entire human population—nearly 7 billion people—in the form of
pollution. Every year, more people die from the consequences of unsafe water than from all forms of violence,
including war—and the greatest impacts are on children under the age of five. The economic losses due to the
lack of water and sanitation in Africa alone is estimated at $US28.4 billion or about 5% of GDP. Water
contamination weakens or destroys natural ecosystems that support human health, food production, and
biodiversity. Studies have estimated that the value of ecosystem services is double the gross national product of
the global economy, and the role of freshwater ecosystems in purifying water and assimilating wastes has been
valued at more than $US400 billion. Most polluted freshwater ends up in the oceans, damaging coastal areas

and fisheries.

The Good News: Effective Solutions Are Available
Effective solutions to water-quality challenges are being implemented in a number of places; it is time for a
global focus. There are three fundamental solutions to water-quality problems: (1) pollution prevention;

(2) treatment; and (3) restoration of ecosystems.

Preventing the pollution of water resources by reducing or eliminating contaminants at the source is almost
always the cheapest, easiest, and most effective way to protect water quality. Prevention includes reducing or
eliminating the use of hazardous substances, pollutants, and contaminants; modifying equipment and
technologies so they generate less waste; reducing leaks and fugitive releases; and reducing energy and water
consumption. Preventing pollution permits communities to spend less money on waste handling, storage,
treatment, remediation, and regulatory monitoring. As the world takes on the unfinished challenges of
improving water quality, meeting Millennium Development Goals for water and sanitation, and tackling

climate change, pollution prevention should be prioritized at every level.



