
 

 

Mayor Kanaan’s intervention GUD event on Water as President of 

Geneva Cities Hub 

It is my pleasure to address this first Geneva Urban Debate, on World Water 

Day  

As President of the Geneva Cities Hub and Mayor of Geneva, I am extremely 

sensitive on issues related to Water. This year the theme is “valuing water” we 

join our partner UN-Habitat. For many of us in this part of the world, we take 

access to water for granted. In many regions and cities In the world this is not 

the case!   

Water and sanitation play a key role in the development and functioning 

of cities and human settlements. Over recorded history, access to a reliable 

water source has often been the origin of the location and growth of human 

settlements. Today, many modern cities and towns are located at the edge of a 

water body. According to the UN Atlas of the Oceans, 8 of the top 10 

largest cities in the world are located by the coast. Many others are located 

near rivers or lakes. Geneva is a good example.  As engines for economic 

growth and wellbeing, these cities and towns are dependent on water to 

support their industrial and service sectors. The sustainable management of 

water and sanitation is also critical in order to sustain the health of their 

residents, and to improve and protect their natural environment. Aside from 

these largest cities, there are many where water resources are limited, either 

through insufficient supply or through extreme climate events. 

Increasing access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation is an 

important step in eradicating growing poverty and reducing inequality 

in cities and human settlements.  Our estimates indicate that the poor often 

must buy their water from private vendors, at prices up to five times higher 

than those paid by middle class residents with municipal connections. Poor 

sanitation in slums and informal settlements affect women and girls. 

Currently, 1 in 3 women and girls live without a decent toilet, and it is 



estimated that 335 million girls go to school without water and soap available 

for handwashing 

The solution to address Water Scarcity due to limited resources or poor 

management must be centred on cities. If cities can adapt to climate 

changes and survive, they will need to diversify their planning, going beyond a 

linear approach focussed on service provision alone, at minimum cost. It will 

necessitate a much broader assessment of water resources and designing a 

resilient system to protect against shocks. Not just from climate change, but 

from multiple factors including: urbanization; technological advances; 

economic growth; and land-use planning. Building a consensus at city level 

cannot be bypassed. Effective multi-stakeholder frameworks must be 

institutionalized at city level and seen as an effective way to support decision-

making, particularly when faced with several future scenarios. The recent 

drought in Cape Town, South Africa is a good example that clearly 

underscores the importance of a committed “whole city” approach, and how 

the city authority as the enabler, is a reference point to which other 

stakeholders can peg their own commitments. It promotes the idea of 

responsibility and ownership.  

In conclusion, the critical role of the city including the role of national 

governments to provide an effective policy and legislative environment, is 

perhaps the most pressing concern.  

 


