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The future belongs to 
young people...
and it is you who will be affected most by the 
decisions we take today on climate change, 
food, energy, environmental degradation, 
economic stability and the continuing 
challenge of world poverty. Such decisions 
will influence the shape and quality of your 
future lives and could even dictate how long 
you will live. So it is very important that you, 
as individuals and as a group, take a keen 
interest in these issues now – and make 
absolutely sure your views are heard. 



How does the worldwide 
water situation affect  
young people? 
Water and climate change

Water and climate change are intrinsically 
linked. More extreme weather events and 
disruptions in rainfall patterns are occurring, 
making our climate less predictable. The 
effects will be felt more in years to come  
by you and your children than by your 
parents’ generation.
Thanks to strong leadership and authoritative reports by 
organizations such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPPC) and the Stern Report, climate change is now 
high on the political agenda. This year, a new climate change 
agreement will be signed in Copenhagen.
And just to show you the sorts of things that can be done to 
help, a 22-year-old farmer, Syakma Adinarayema, who lives 
in the Orissa region of India, is growing eucalyptus trees on 
degraded land that had remained uncultivated for many years. 
This enables him to sell carbon credits to the World Bank – 
boosting his farming income by an additional 20 per cent and 
doing the planet a very big service.
You too can do your bit to help mitigate the human 
contribution to climate change You can start by calculating 
your carbon footprint … and then see what you can do to 
reduce it. Every little helps! 
Visit www.campaigns.direct.gov.uk/actonco2

A fragmented approach 
A holistic approach to the problem is needed because water 
is linked to a whole lot of other issues such as energy, food, 
finance, poverty and development.

Everything needs to be considered together, otherwise projects 
can have detrimental effects in other areas. Integrated Water 
Resource Management (IWRM) is a holistic approach that is 
being implemented more and more widely around the world.
Ghanaian student, Issac Barnes, noticed that water-related 
diseases started to increase after a dam was built to provide 
water for his community. Isaac realized that the river was being 
polluted, so he wrote a play about the importance of protecting 
the quality of the river, which he then took to schools all 
around his area, engaging local pupils who preformed it. 
Through drama, art, dance and academic projects, you too  
can communicate a holistic view of the world to others.
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With knowledge behind you, you can 
influence decision-makers to pay more 
attention to water issues – starting 
right now. Remember that you have the 
right to demand this for the sustainable 
development of your community.
This message is addressed to all young people in the 
world – including those involved in politics, education, 
academia and business. 

Three questions are asked and answered in each 
section:

1. What is the problem?
2. What is being done by young people?
3. Where can you focus your efforts to help?

Your actions play a vital role in the worldwide economy 
and the environment. According to UNDESA’s 
world population statistics, the median age of the 
world population is 28 years, and in many countries, 
young people make up more than 50 per cent of the 
population. You are the present and future when it 
comes to promoting and maintaining the sustainability 
of water, and it is you who will have to deal with the 
consequences of the choices and actions made today 
by your parents’ generation. Any unsustainable choices 
could compromise your future, and the future of your 
children.

Water is central to the global 
crisis, so it’s important that 
you’re informed and active 
within debates about water

‘Many youths die as a result of drinking contaminated 
water from illnesses which are waterborne.’

Tanchie Cletus Enow, age 28. Buea – Cameroon



The low profile of water and sanitation   

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),  
Target 10: To halve by 2015 the proportion of people 
without sustainable access to safe drinking water and 
basic sanitation.

Water and sanitation are central to obtaining many of the 
MDGs. At least 886 billion people lack access to clean 
drinking water and 2.5 billion lack adequate sanitation.1   
Diarrhoea alone kills 5,000 children every day.

But the problem is being tackled. A musician from 
Mozambique, Feliciano dos Santos, won the Goldman 
Environmental Prize for using his status to raise awareness 
about health, water and HIV/AIDS issues. It is essential 
that you keep water and sanitation on the political agenda 
and increase its status. You can become an advocate 
with Water Aid, start a WatSan (water and sanitation) 
committee at your school, or lobby your political parties.

And if you fancy something a little different, 19th 
November is World Toilet Day (www.worldtoilet.org) 
– which sounds as though it offers plenty of scope for 
the imagination. Use this opportunity to come up with 
inventive ways of highlighting the plight of those without 
adequate sanitation or look for ways of improving the way 
water is used in your home or community. 

For ideas and more information, visit www.equip123.net/
equip3/docs/YAC/youthandMDGs.pdf

1 World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World, 2009

How does the way we use 
water have an impact on 
the environment?
Lack of water  
We are not using our water wisely. Water scarcity is 
everywhere, even in large, wealthy countries such as the 
USA. Increased stress on water means this scarcity will 
increase, unless we do something about it. Take a look 
at countries that are already dealing with these problems 
and the technologies and policies they have put in. Do 
you know how much water you use? Calculate your water 
footprint at www.waterfootprint.org and try to optimize 
your clean water use by, for example, using rainwater to 
water the garden. You could also become involved in local 
campaigns such as Drinking Water Week, organized by 
SUNASS 2 in Peru. 
2 Superitendencia Nacional de Servicios de Saniamiento, Peru

Water pollution 
Changes in oceans, lakes, rivers, 
canals and other water bodies need  
to be measured so we know if quality 
is declining.  
New pollutants are emerging all the time – for 
example, at the 2008 World Water Forum, the Junior 
Water Prize was won by Joyce Chia from the USA 
for her project ‘Modelling the Toxic Effect of Silver 
Nanoparticles Under Varying Environmental Conditions’.
Have you heard of World Water Monitoring Day? 
(www.worldwatermonitoringday.org) In 2007, 
46,000 people in 43 countries monitored their local 
water bodies; in 2012 they want 1,000,000 people in 
100 countries to monitor their local water bodies. 
Maybe you’d like to become involved in this?

Decline in aquatic 
ecosystems  
Aquatic ecosystems are extremely 
sensitive to change and pollution.   
The Living Planet Index recorded that freshwater 
populations dropped by approximately 50 per cent 
between 1970 and 2000 – a sharper decline than in 
any other ecosystem. If this continues, within your 
lifetime many water bodies will become devoid of life. 
Several countries have adopted legislation to protect 
endangered aquatic species, such as the manatee, 
which is protected by Florida State law, and the pink 
dolphin, which is protected under Peruvian law. In 
order to protect water bodies, young people are 
joining international, national and local conservation 
groups such as the World Wildlife Fund, Nature, the 
Conservation Research Centre (Ghana), and Friends 
of Blaydon Burn (UK).
Perhaps you’d like to join such a group and become 
actively involved?

‘In our community there is a river named Cojímar. In 
our school we frequently organize field trips and take 
water samples of the river. This way we identify the main 
environmental problems of the river and can take action. 
Also we organize clean-up activities and plant trees in 
the river basin. We encourage children and youth to save 
water because is important for life in the Earth.’ 

Ana María Montes Montó, age 14. Cuba
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Youth and water,  
what can you do?
Be heard  
With your vision and energy you can encourage your communities 
to accept and implement the right policies. Become a role model.

Young people worldwide are participating in events and 
publications such as those organized by the United Nations 
Environment Programme, Tunza (www.unep.org/Tunza),and 
making their voices heard with UNESCO’s TakingITGlobal (www.
tigweb.org). You can join in and make yourselves heard in national 
and international debates, conferences and meetings, or by 
joining a political party to support candidates who understand the 
importance of water to life and livelihoods.

You’re never too young to become involved. Pupils at Bristol 
Grammar School designed posters with their partner school, 
Kiyuya Primary in Uganda, to help promote the importance of 
water. Every action counts! For practical help, see the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) website,  
Water Rights and Wrongs (www.hdr.undp.org/water/).

Be creative   
In the UK, two young entrepreneurs at Red Button Design (www.
thisisredbutton.co.uk) developed a reversed osmosis sanitation 
system aimed at improving water supply and sanitation for 
developing countries. You too can learn to assist scientists in 
projects related to water, develop the skills needed to carry out 
research projects, and contribute to water development Learning 
Alliances (LAs).3

Be trained   
A lack of skilled staff is becoming a key constraint in the water 
domain – and that’s your opportunity to develop the skills that will 
allow you to take an active role. Effective water professionals are 
expected to possess a variety of knowledge and skills. 

In Mexico, a youth organization, GeoJuvenil, is nurturing a new 
generation of environmental leaders by organizing workshops 
and training. Another way to develop skills is by participating in 
voluntary organizations such as The Rotary Club, The Scouts or 
Engineers Without Borders.

If you are already a professional, why not join the Chartered 
Institute of Water and Environmental Managers (CIWEM) or  
the International Water Association (IWA) to keep your water 
knowledge up to date. You can also join an environmental 
organization; participate in seminars, or apply for an internship  
in government, non-governmental organizations, or private  
water institutions.

3 Learning Alliances facilitate dialogue between the different actors – practitioners, researchers 

 and policy makers.

The United Nations World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World 

The report is presented together with a case study volume: Facing the Challenge. Adopting the premise that local actions and on-the-ground insights are the starting point of a global strategy to improve 
management of the world’s freshwater resources, these 20 case studies from around the world examine water challenges and the differing management approaches taken in response in Bangladesh, Cameroon, 
China, the Cholistan desert (Pakistan), Estonia, the Han River basin (Republic of Korea), Istanbul (Turkey), the Lake Merín basin (Brazil and Uruguay), La Plata River basin (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay 
and Uruguay), the Netherlands, Pacific island states, the Po River basin (Italy), the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country (Spain), Sri Lanka, Sudan, Swaziland, Tunisia, Uzbekistan, the Vuoksi River 
basin (Finland and the Russian Federation) and Zambia. 
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Water is vital to all aspects of human life. Using water wisely and managing our water 
resources is an essential component of growth, socioeconomic development and 
reducing poverty. Yet around the world we see water scarcity problems rising. And if 
we don’t take action, they risk becoming even more severe.
Coordinated by the World Water Assessment Programme, the United Nations World 
Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World is a joint effort of the 26 United 
Nations agencies and entities that make up UN-Water. The report brings together 

some of the world’s leading experts to analyse the state of the world’s freshwater 
resources: it monitors changes in our water supplies and in how we manage them, and 
tracks our progress towards achieving international development targets. 
Water in a Changing World also provides decision makers with the tools to implement 
sustainable use of our water – offering best practices to help stimulate ideas and actions 
for better stewardship of this most essential resource.

‘We should take up initiatives in order to make sure that water 
is preserved in the most hygienic way. This action plan revolves 
around third world countries, especially those in Africa as one 
means to ensure access to reliable sources of safe drinking water.’  

Mohamed S. Dabo, age 24. Freetown, Sierra Leone, Africa
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