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Preface

xiii

Water—the resource itself as well as the irrigation and water supply serv-
ices derived from it—is important for every country. It is fundamental to
human health, wellbeing, productivity, and livelihoods. It is also essential
for the long-term sustainability of ecosystems. Here, in the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region, the most water-scarce region of the
world, good water management matters even more than it does else-
where. Water management problems are already apparent in the region.
Aquifers are over-pumped, water quality is deteriorating, and water sup-
ply and irrigation services are often rationed—with consequences for
human health, agricultural productivity, and the environment. Disputes
over water lead to tension within communities, and unreliable water
services are prompting people to migrate in search of better opportuni-
ties. Water investments absorb large amounts of public funds, which
could often be used more efficiently elsewhere. And the challenge ap-
pears likely to escalate. As the region’s population continues to grow, per
capita water availability is set to fall by 50 percent by 2050, and, if climate
change affects weather and precipitation patterns as predicted, the
MENA region may see more frequent and severe droughts and floods.

Since ancient times, the countries of the MENA region have adapted
to their water conditions—aridity, high variability, and high dependence
on water that crosses international borders. The region spawned some of
the world’s most accomplished civilizations based on both farming and
trade. To do so, they developed complex organizational structures and
elaborate technologies to channel water to crops, to protect their popu-
lations from floods, to store water in times of drought, and to govern ac-
cess to water points. With the rapid population and economic growth of
the twentieth century, plus the availability of modern construction tech-
niques, governments began investing in infrastructure to secure supplies
and to provide water supply and irrigation services. Now, however, as the
region’s people and economies require increasing volumes of water and
more complex water services, as they generate increasing volumes of pol-
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lution, and as they take advantage of new technologies to tap into
groundwater for drinking and agricultural purposes, they are over-
whelming the capacity of regulators to manage the resource effectively.

Clearly, something has to change. Water professionals across the re-
gion recognize the need to focus more on integrated management of
water resources and on regulation rather than provision of services. The
region has seen some major advances, but on the whole, progress toward
better management has been slow. Sluggish water reforms are not unique
to the MENA region. Indeed, most countries in the world share the
problem. However, given the resource challenge, the cost of inaction is
likely to be higher in this region than elsewhere. The urgency of accel-
erating the progress seen to date is absolute. 

Why has progress been so slow? One important reason is that coun-
tries have delayed tackling many important water reforms, such as re-
ducing subsidies that encourage inefficient water use. The changes have
been too politically unpalatable; in part because accountability to the
public has been weak. The voices of some groups—women who carry
water from standpipes, children who get sick from poor sanitation, envi-
ronmentalists who campaign to make water management more sustain-
able—are not sufficiently heard in the decision-making processes. An-
other reason is that some of the most important factors affecting water
outcomes lie outside the responsibilities of traditional irrigation, water
supply, and environmental agencies. Factors such as trade, energy pric-
ing, real estate, credit, and social protection, have a real impact on farm-
ers’ decisions about what to grow and how to irrigate and on investors’
decisions about development of new commercial schemes. If policies
outside the water sector give farmers and businesses little incentive to use
water well, it is not possible to tackle the problem through water sector
reforms alone. Water management is not just a sectoral issue, to be dealt
with by the region’s excellent irrigation, water supply, and water storage
technicians. Rather it is a shared development challenge, one that requires
attention from a range of perspectives. 

This report addresses the issues of the political economy of water re-
form and stresses the importance of “beyond the sector” policies. It ana-
lyzes the factors that drive the political economy of water reform and
shows how some of them are changing in the MENA region in ways that
could open up opportunities for water reform. For example, the report
discusses how the challenges and opportunities of the increasingly global
economy may change the dynamics of water policy and how the chang-
ing demographics of the region (such as rapid urbanization, and in-
creased education levels) might affect demand for water services. The re-
port suggests that accountability to citizens and users of water services
will be key for allowing countries to act when opportunities arise and to

00a-Front-Scarcity_00i-0xx 2/28/07 3:48 PM Page xiv



Preface xv

pass reforms that lead to real improvements in water resources and serv-
ices. By emphasizing the importance of factors external to the traditional
water sectors, the report reminds the region’s nonwater actors that they,
too, play a key role in making best use of scarce water resources and ex-
pensive infrastructure investments and in maintaining resources for fu-
ture generations. 

The report suggests that MENA can meet its water management
challenge. People have a very real need for water for drinking and for
household uses. This domestic use, however, accounts for less than ten
percent of a typical country’s water consumption. Every country in the
region has enough water resources to meet domestic needs, even ac-
counting for the larger populations expected in the future. And policy
decisions can help improve the way drinking water and sanitation serv-
ices are delivered so that people get the services they need. The bulk of
a typical country’s water consumption goes to agriculture. This demand
depends on such factors as the structure of the economy, people’s con-
sumption preferences, agriculture and trade policies, and how efficiently
water is used. These factors can be influenced by policy choices. Simi-
larly, countries can protect their environmental quality with policy and
institutional choices. The necessary policy changes are far from easy. Yet
they are essential, and, when coupled with improvements in accountabil-
ity to the public, water resources and services will support communities
and promote economic development and bring benefits to the entire
population. 

We hope that this publication will encourage a broad spectrum of ac-
tors to think of their roles in improving water management. Water is
everyone’s business, which means that actors inside and outside the sec-
tor need to work together to ensure that policies and incentives are as ef-
fective as they can be. By highlighting important areas of progress in the
region—cases in which governments have made themselves more ac-
countable to the public; where utilities that have begun providing high-
quality services that users are willing and able to pay for; schemes that
have decentralized responsibility to users of water services—we hope to
encourage a rapid spread of these pockets of success. In addition, by em-
phasizing that policy changes are likely to be most successful reforms
when they adapt to the realities of the political economy, we hope to en-
courage systematic analysis of the drivers of change within the reform
planning process. 

DANIELA GRESSANI

VICE PRESIDENT

THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA REGION

THE WORLD BANK
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