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Interview with Asit K. Biswas
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On August 24, during the World Water 
Week in Stockholm, Professor Asit K. 
Biswas will receive the 2006 Stockholm 
Water Prize from the hands of HRH 
Crown Princess Victoria of Sweden. The 
Prize marks a high water mark – one of 
many during his long and distinguished 
career – for this most worldly of citizens.  
 Born in Bangladesh, raised in India, 
educated in Canada (where he holds 
citizenship) and with a global operation 
based out of Mexico and Spain, 
Professor Biswas through his life’s 
work truly embodies the “outstanding 
achievements” the Stockholm Water 
Prize was founded to honour.

On the eve of this year’s Water Week, Stock-
holm Water Front took time out to ask the 
distinguished professor several questions and 
gain even greater insight on this great man.

Professor Biswas, what does receiving Stock-
holm Water Prize mean to you? 
This year I received the prestigious Aragon 
Environment Prize of Spain, and “Man 
of the Year” Award from Prime Minister 
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Harper of Canada for my work in the area 
of international development. However, 
in the field of water, the Stockholm Water 
Prize is unique and the most respected in 
the world. The Stockholm Water Prize and 
the other two prizes I received are really 
a confirmation by the global community 
of the quality of work at our Third World 
Centre for Water Management and its over-
all impacts on the world. Naturally, we are 
delighted with such global recognitions.  

How would you describe yourself?
I see myself primarily as a scientist who 
wants to ensure that the best water poli-
cies are formulated and implemented in 
specific countries, based on the countries’ 
aspirations and conditions to improve the 
quality of life of their people. I do not care 
much for political correctness, international 
bandwagons, dogmatic views and hidden 
agendas. I have no problem to call a spade 
a spade. I firmly believe that science does 
not advance by consensus: if it did, we still 
would be living in the Dark Ages! Thus, 
candid discussions of complex problems are 
absolutely essential. 

For nearly 40 years, you have challenged the 
Western solutions in solving water problems in 
the developing world. Why are such solutions 
fundamentally not appropriate? 
The world is highly heterogeneous. Coun-
tries are at different stages of development. 
Climatic, economic, social, cultural, legal 
and environmental conditions are differ-
ent. Technical and management capaci-
ties of institutions are different. Levels 
of corruption are different. All these fac-
tors change with time. By neglecting these 
considerations, the solutions proposed by 
Western experts and bilateral and multilat-
eral aid institutions have often created more 
problems than they have solved. We need to 
develop specific solutions for specific prob-
lems for specific locations. In the field of 
water, one size does not fit all. There is no 
universal paradigm. If we are to ensure a 
water-secure world for the future, we have 
to consider existence of plurality of para-
digms for both the North and the South. 
What works in Sweden may not work in 
Singapore or Syria, and vice versa. In addi-
tion, the South can teach many countries in 
the North better management practices, a 
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fact that is being ignored at present. For ex-
ample, Singapore can teach the entire West-
ern World as to how to manage their urban 
water and wastewater management systems 
more efficiently and equitably. 

What do you regard as your greatest single 
achievement? 
As an advisor to 18 governments at the Min-
isterial level and six heads of UN agencies, 
I have often managed to influence policies, 
often at one-to-one interactions, which have 
had substantial impacts on the quality of 
life of tens of million of people. This is by 
far my best achievement. 

There is a lot of talk of “water wars” in the 
mainstream media. But you believe water is a 
catalyst for peace. Why?  
Talks of water wars are pure rubbish, a fact 
that I have consistently repeated through-
out my career. If there will be a war between 
two countries, the tenth reason could be 
water but not the first nine. Water projects, 
when planned and managed properly, act 
as engines for regional development. Their 
primary, secondary and tertiary benefits 
could revolutionise the quality of life of the 
poor people. Yet the water profession has 
consistently neglected to assess scientifi-
cally how water developments can act as an 
engine for growth of an entire region. At 
our Centre, we have analysed the benefits 
and costs of three large water projects: 
Bhakra Nangal in India, Aswan Dam in 
Egypt and Ataturk Dam in Turkey. The 
benefits they have brought to the regions are 
simply fantastic. By bringing prosperity to 
the regions, they have advanced the cause of 
peace and security. Thus, water is a catalyst 
for development.  
Who, or what, has inspired you the most dur-
ing your life?  

To the left: Asit K. Biswas, with H.E. 
Fang Yi, Vice-Premier of People’s 
Republic of China, discussing China’s 
South-North Water Transfer Plan, 
Beijing, 1980.

To the right: Asit K. Biswas, with Dr. 
Sarvapalli Radhakrishnan, President 
of India, 1965, at the Presidential 
Palace, New Delhi. Behind the Presi-
dent is Dr. K.L. Rao, Indian Minister of 
Water Resources and one of India’s 
leading water experts of all time.

This is a simple question to answer: two 
women in my life. My mother, who taught 
me to fight, even when I am in the minority 
of one, as long as the cause is right, and told 
me that there is nothing wrong to live in an 
ivory tower, as long as it is not my only place 
of residence. The second is my wife Cecilia. 
I have not done anything during the last 
ten years where she has not had major intel-
lectual and technical inputs. 

What do you view as the greatest water/devel-
opment challenge of the 21st Century?
The water profession, like any other profes-
sion, is very conservative. It has been saying 
for the last 40 years that business as usual 
is not an option, but continues to behave 
as if there is no option. During the next 20 

years, the world of water will change more, 
compared to the past 2000 years. We can 
no longer anticipate, let alone solve, to-
morrow’s water problems with yesterday’s 
knowledge and the day before yesterday’s 
experience. Forces like globalisation, free 
trade, information and communication 
revolution, accelerated quest for energy 
security, technological developments, and 
ruralisation, as well as new dynamics in the 
areas like population and urbanisation that 
are unprecedented in human history, are 
changing the boundary conditions of wa-
ter management. Yet, these issues are being 
consistently ignored by the water profes-
sion. 

Accolades continue to arrive for Professor Asit K. Biswas. On June 5, the World Environment Day, 
Professor Biswas received the Aragon Environment Prize. The Prize was presented by the Presi-
dent of Aragon, Spain, Mr. Marcelino Iglesias, and the Spanish Minister of Environment, Ms. Cris-
tina Narbona, at a ceremony in Zaragoza.  

Article continues on page 16.
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News and Notes

P.P.
Swiss Post
4002 Basel

SIWI’s professional competence has 
been strengthened further with the 
addition of Mr. Manfred Matz, a native 
German, beginning in July 2006.

Mr. Matz is, among other things, an expert 
on water policy and water management 
institutional issues. He has worked for 

German Expert Join SIWI Staff
several German and international develop-
ment organisations in short and long-term 
positions. His scope of work is in advisory 
service in the areas of water policy devel-
opment, organisational development and 
process analysis of water management or-
ganisations and water suppliers and devel-
opment programme planning and evalua-
tion in general. He has stayed for more than 
ten years in West Africa and Latin America 
as a long-term expert. He sees his personal 
contribution to SIWI in “building up prag-
matic and culturally adapted strategies and 
methods for better and more efficient insti-
tutional frameworks in water management 
worldwide with the objective of guarantee-
ing an equitable water use among current 
and future populations.”

“Manfred is a multi-dimensional profes-
sional with practical experience in the field 
and with a true international perspective,” 
said Mr. Anders Berntell, SIWI’s Executive 
Director. “SIWI’s ability to manage projects 
and partner internationally has been en-
hanced significantly with the addition of 
Manfred to our staff.”

Mr. Matz can be reached after July 20 via 
e-mail at manfred.matz@siwi.org.

Mr. Manfred Matz

SIWI Signs Poverty Reduction Paper and Con-
tributes to UN Human Development Report

SIWI is one of the signatories to a new pa-
per produced by the Poverty-Environment 
Partnership (PEP) entitled  Linking Pov-
erty Reduction and Water Management.

The report addresses the contribution 
of water management to poverty reduc-
tion and says that the link goes far beyond 
just drinking water and sanitation: water 
is essential for improving the health and 
livelihoods of the poor, ensuring wider en-
vironmental sustainability, reducing urban 
squalor and eradicating hunger. 

In addition, the forthcoming 2006 
United Nations Human Development Re-
port (HDR) will be published in November 

2006. The report will contain a strong fo-
cus on water, and SIWI was commissioned 
by the HDR office to provide two papers as 
input into the report’s development. The 
papers are Water Governance Challenges: 
Managing Competition and Scarcity for 
Hunger and Poverty Reduction and En-
vironmental Sustainability, and Water 
Scarcity Challenges in the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA). 

A third background paper, on Trans-
boundary Waters, was provided by Dr. An-
ders Jägerskog who now has joined SIWI.

 To download, read or print the papers,  
visit www.siwi.org.

Accordingly, our Centre, the new Inter-
national Centre for Water in Zaragoza 
of which Cecilia is the first Director, and 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation, are bringing 
together 24 of the world’s leading think-
ers and intellectuals to a retreat in Spain 
to consider objectively, undogmatically 
and synergistically the future of water in 
a rapidly changing world. This will be the 
first such effort to look at the global water 
future for 2020 and beyond. A secure water 
future is our biggest challenge. This is do-
able but not if we continue as we are doing 
at present. 

You are not only a prolific author, you are also 
an avid reader. What are you reading now?
Everyday, at around 6.00 a.m., no mat-
ter where in the world I am, I spend 1 1/2 
hours reading the Financial Times, New 
York Times, Washington Post, The Times, 
The Telegraph and the The Independent. 
This is my morning fix, before I venture 
out to work! In terms of books, I am now 
reading William Easterly’s “The Elusive 
Quest for Growth: Economists’ Adven-
tures and Misadventures in the Tropics”. 
This is a brilliant book from a former Sen-
ior Advisor to the World Bank. In this re-
freshing book, he candidly analyses “how 
unfortunately misguided 
were the past panaceas 
– including some still 
in force today – for 
economic growth in 
the tropics.” Reading 
this book reminds 
me how many of our 
past and present pana-
ceas have not worked in 
the water sector, but 
still numerous peo-
ple and institutions 
are recommending 
them. This book is 
a “must read” for 
any one interested 
in development.

Continued from page 9
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