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INTRODUCTION

The last few years have seen a remarkable change in
the nature of the global discussion of issues ofenvironment
and development. In the work of the Brundtland Com-
mission [I], the extensive lead-up to the 1992 Earth
Summit in Brazil, and in subsequent discussions and
work, the intimate connections between environment and
development have been accepted as a given. The questions
now being discussed and researched are how to define
and achieve development in a “sustainable”™ way. This is
a much needed and welcome change.

Unfortunately, considerable debate and confusion sur-
round both the terms “sustainable™ and “development”
and only modest forward progress has been made. This
lack of progress is particularly disturbing in the area of
water resources, which are vitally important for producing
food, maintaining aquatic ecosystems, and protecting
human health.

Among the concepts raised nearly 20 years ago during
the 1917 Mar del Plata conference — one of the earliest
international efforts to address global water problems —
was that of “basic needs” [2]:

all peoples, whatever their stage of development

and their social and economic conditions, have the

night to have access to drinking water in quantitics and
of a quality equal to their basic needs.
This concept was strongly reaffirmed during the 1992
Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro and expanded to include
ecological water needs [3]:

In developing and using water resources, priority has

to be given to the satisfaction of basic needs and the

safeguarding of ecosystems.

Implicit in this phrase is the idea of minimum resource
requirements for certain human and ecological functions,
and the allocation of sufficient resources to meet those
needs, This article defines and quantifies “basic water
requirements” (BWRs) in terms of quantity and quality
for four basic human needs: drinking water for survival,
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water for human hygiene, water for sanitation services,
and modest houschold needs for preparing food. The
concept of identifying water needs for growing food and
protecting natural ecosystems is also briefly discussed.
These minimal needs are also discussed in the context of
international water law and two regions with a long history
of water disputes: the Middle East and California. Finally,
data are presented showing the current failure of many
nations to provide even this basic level of clean water to
their citizens.

Based on the analysis here, I recommend that inter-
national organizations, national and local governments,
and water providers adopt a basic water requirement
standard for human needs of 50 liters per person per day
(I/p/d) and guarantee access to it independently of an
individual's economic, social, or political status. Unless
this basic need is met, large-scale human misery and
suffering will continue and grow in the future, contributing
to the risk of social and military conflict. Ultimately,
decisions about defining and applying a basic water re-
quirement will depend on political and institutional fac-
tors, but the concept may prove useful in meeting basic
water needs for the next century.

DEFINING BASIC WATER
REQUIREMENTS

Different sectors of society use water for different pur-
poses: drinking, removing, or diluting wastes, producing
manufactured goods, growing food. producing and using
energy, and so on. The water required for each of these
activities varies with climatic conditions, lifestyle, culture,
tradition, diet, technology, and wealth, as shown aver 20
years ago in the groundbreaking work of White, Bradley,
and White [4]. The type of access to water alone is an
important determinant in total water use. Tables 1and
2 show that the level of domestic water use varies with
distance from the water source and with the climate.

The term “water use” encompasses many different ideas
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