Summary of Paper presented by IWMI Director General, Prof. Frank Rijsberman for Copenhagen Consensus, 2004: 

The Copenhagen Consensus project sought to identify investment priorities among several proposals for confronting ten great global challenges selected from issues identified by the United Nations (UN). A panel of eight of the world’s most distinguished economists was asked to address these challenges by considering how best to advance global welfare, particularly in developing countries, if an additional $50 billion were at governments’ disposal. Evaluation was based on ten challenge papers commissioned from acknowledged authorities in each area of policy which collectively offered over 30 proposals, and two critiques of each paper by two other specialists per paper. Following lengthy discussions with the authors, the panel ranked the proposals in descending order of desirability based predominantly on their respective economic costs and benefits, whilst institutional preconditions for success and their ethical or humanitarian urgency were also considered.

The main issues addressed in the water paper were the lack of access to a) safe and affordable domestic water supply (1.1 billion people) and sanitation (2.4 billion people); and b) water for productive purposes for the rural poor. The panel agreed with the challenge paper that lack of safe and affordable access to these services is a great burden with multiple knock-on effects, and ranked the paper’s three investment proposals as the 6th, 7th and 8th best investments that were likely to be highly cost-effective:

Small-scale water technology for livelihoods – involves the provision of appropriate low-cost, small-scale technologies to improve agricultural productivity to 800 million rural poor people and some peri-urban dwellers who depend on farming for a living. To be effective, support services such as micro-credit and training are necessary. Examples of such technologies include drip irrigation that offers yield increases between 20-70%, an average increase in annual income of $190, while using less water than traditional methods; and manual treadle pumps that lift water from ponds and wells at a cost between $12-30, and increase farmers’ annual income by an average of $100.

Community managed water supply and sanitation – entails an integrated package of low-cost measures designed, implemented and managed with full community involvement. Standpipes would facilitate water supply whilst good quality latrines in rural areas and sewerage in urban areas (septic tanks or shallow, small-bore sewerage plus low-cost treatment), supplemented by hygiene education, would provide sanitation. Using the UN’s desire to halve the number of unserved (half of current plus expected increase) by 2015 as the target, average investment costs and a DAILY were used to obtain an overall cost-benefit ration of 4.9.

Research on water productivity in food production– to meet the rapid increase in urban and industrial water demands without further environmental impact by increasing water use efficiency. Investment costs are relatively low, at $300-400 billion over 10-15 years, and expected benefits are high, leading to benefit/cost ratios of 15- 20.

The cost-benefit calculations were made using a DALY (Daily Adjusted Life Year) of $500, at discount rates of 5% and 10%.

More information on the Consensus’ process and outcomes are available at: 

http://www.copenhagenconsensus.com/
