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Professor Asit Biswas shares his insights into water as 
an engine of economic development and the ways it can 
contribute to higher environment quality and standards 
of living. 

Water Awareness for 
a Sustainable Future _

Professor Asit K Biswas is now universally acknowledged to be one of the world’s 
leading authorities on water management. He is the Founder and the President 
of the Third World Centre for Water Management in Mexico, and Distinguished 
Visiting Professor at the Lee Kuan Yew School for Public Policy in Singapore and 
Indian Institute of Technology, Bhubaneswar, India. Formerly a professor in the UK, 
Canada and Sweden, he was a member of the World Commission on Water, and a 
founder of the International Water Resources Association and World Water Council. 
He has been a senior advisor to 20 state governments, six Heads of the United 
Nations Agencies, Secretary General of Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), and many 
other major international organisations. He is a Past President of the International 
Water Resources Association, and the International Society for Ecological Modelling. 
Professor Biswas is also the Founder and Co-Chair of the Club of Tokyo. 

PRoFESSoR ASIT K BISWAS

SBN: Acclaimed as one of very few 
truly innovative thinkers in the water 
area, what, in your view, are the real 
water problems of the world?

Professor Asit Biswas: The world is currently 
spending hundreds of millions of dollars in 
promoting solutions that have not worked in the 
past, are not working at present, and there is no 
hope that they will work in the future. In a sense, 
we have become part of the problem, rather than 
the solution. Thus, the water profession needs to 
change its mindset urgently. 

In my view, the most critical problem the water 

profession is facing at present is how we can put 
water at the centre of national and international 
political agendas. In the water profession, we 
believe that water is one of the most important 
issues in the world. People have to learn that 
water is a means to an end and the end is not 
efficient water management. The ends are having 
better quality of life and poverty alleviation.

We have to show to our planning and finance 
ministers that if water is properly managed it could 
be an engine for economic development and 
can contribute to higher standards of living and 
better environmental quality. Only then will water 
become an important component of national and 
international political agendas.
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If water remains a minor actor in the wings, as 
it is at present, the progress to develop it as a 
resource will remain incremental at best. This is 
one of the most important challenges the water 
profession is facing at present. It is critical that 
water is inserted into the political agenda, an 
issue completely neglected at present.

Do you think we have enough water 
in the world to meet the needs of 
nine billion people by 2050? 

The world is not running out of water. We 
have enough water to meet our current and 
foreseeable needs. However, what we have 
at present are somewhat mediocre water 
management practices in nearly all the countries 
of the world. Equally, we are not managing other 
sectors like food or energy properly, which need 
tremendous amounts of water. In my view, in 
many countries that are becoming important 
economic powerhouses, water management 
practices continue to be seriously substandard.

Water is a means 
to an end and 
the end is not 
efficient water
management
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We have had the necessary knowledge, 
technology and funds to improve water 
management practices for years, but we 
have spectacularly failed to do so for three 
very important reasons. First, the absence of 
political will. Second, people in most countries 
have become so used to poor-quality water 
management that they do not think better 
management is possible. And third, the water 
profession and the media have implicitly accepted 
this poor status quo. 

Assuming we do manage to improve our water 
management practices, there is no reason 
why there should not be adequate water to 
meet all human needs up to 2050 and beyond. 
Fortunately, I see some progress. A city like 
Phnom Penh in Cambodia can now provide clean 
and safe drinking water to all of its citizens 24 
hours a day. I am cautiously optimistic about the 
world’s water future.

We have had the 
necessary knowledge, 
technology and funds 
to improve water 
management practices 
for years, but we have 
spectacularly failed to 
do so.
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What are some of the biggest water 
challenges facing emerging markets 
such as Southeast Asia and 
Latin America?

In South Asia — where the population is more 
than 1.65 billion — one would be hard-pressed to 
find a single town where people can drink water 
directly from the source without worrying about 
health risks. In fact, globally, there are over two 
billion people who do not have access to clean 
and safe water. UNICEF and WHO estimates 
claim that ‘only’ 783 million people do not have 
access to ‘clean’ water. This is a travesty of truth.
Similarly, in emerging markets, sanitation has only 
been applied to the removal of wastewater from 
homes. Yet, cities such as Delhi and Mexico City 
discharge untreated wastewater into their rivers 
and claim to have proper sanitation. The Third 
World Centre for Water Management estimates 
that only about 10 per cent of people in Latin 
America have access to proper wastewater 
collection, treatment and disposal systems. The 
centre estimates that Asian developing countries 
have a similar level of treatment as in Latin 
America, and Africa somewhat less. 

Globally, there are over two 
billion people who do not 
have access to clean and 
safe water. UNICEF and WHO 
estimates claim that ‘only’ 783 
million people do not have 
access to ‘clean water’. This 
is a travesty of truth. 

Professor Asit Biswas was 
also named by Thomson 
Reuters as one of the 
world’s premier ten water 
trailblazers, in recognition of 
his innovative approaches to 
water management — using 
water to advance economic 
development and increase 
sustainability.




