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Opening Address of Mr Willy Geiger, Vice Director of the Federal Office for the Environment on behalf of the Federal Councillor, Mr. Moritz Leuenberger

 on the occasion of the Fifth Session of the Meeting of the Parties to the UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes 

Geneva, 10 November 2009
It is a great honour for me to welcome you on behalf of the Federal Councillor Mr. Moritz Leuenberger to the 5th session of the Meeting of the Parties to the UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes in Geneva. 

Mr. Leuenberger regrets very much that he cannot participate in this conference himself. He sends his best regards and wishes you all a successful meeting. 

Water is one of the few natural, valuable and important resources of Switzerland.

Switzerland is one of the water towers in Europe: Switzerland has 6 % of all freshwater reserves in Western Europe, and is the source of, or contributes to, several major European rivers that ultimately flow into the North Sea (Rhine, Aare), into the Mediterranean (Rhone), into the Black Sea (Inn, which joins the Danube) and into the Adriatic (Ticino, a tributary of the Po). Switzerland also shares several large lakes with neighbouring countries (Lake Constance, Lake Geneva and lakes on the Swiss-Italian border).

The history of water management in Switzerland is intertwined with ecosystem management: Indeed, to ensure a sustainable supply of good quality water, we needed to protect the ecosystems that naturally capture, filter, store and release water such as wetlands, forests and soils, and use these ecosystems in a sustainable manner. 

This is closely related to the history of Switzerland. This country has experienced ecosystem destruction and its impacts on water resources. In the 19th century, Switzerland was a poor, developing country, with forests as its main natural resources. To finance its development, Switzerland began massive clear-cutting of its forests: wood for heating, construction, power, transport and even export as a cash crop. The effects of this extensive deforestation were devastating: in 1834, floods, erosion and mudslides ravaged valleys and cities. A scientific study showed the cause to be the poor state of the forests. In 1876, the Law on Forests, the first environmental law ever enacted in Switzerland, came into force, regulating timber harvesting by means of permits, and providing subsidies for reforestation. One year later, the Law on Hydraulic Engineering was enacted to respond to flood threats. But construction of dams to capture hydropower further impacted on wetlands as well as our intensive agriculture on soil and water. Given our small territory, mistakes in water management were felt very quickly. New and far-reaching legislation has to be created. 

Nowadays, there is extensive Swiss legislation relating to water protection, the sustainable use of water resources and the protection of people and goods against water related hazards. However, much remains to be done to achieve the goal of integrated water resources management. 

Since the 1960’s, the objectives of Swiss water management policy were influenced by co-operation on the management of international water bodies. As we share numerous river, lake and groundwater basins with our neighbours. Switzerland takes very seriously its responsibilities to provide these countries with sufficient water of good quality. As we ratified the UNECE water convention, we already had all the bilateral and multilateral agreements with our neighbours in place. Nevertheless, we felt we had a role to play in hydrosolidarity beyond our neighbours. Our contribution under the convention has been to offer our experience to other countries with a view to harmonize standards of water management across the whole UNECE region. In fact, we understand very well transboundary management of rivers given the 26 cantons of our country that need to cooperate at a smaller scale on joint rivers with different authorities. 

The UNECE Water Convention is very important to Switzerland. It is a unique multilateral agreement. By its great number of Parties and their faithful involvement, this unique framework has developed a wealth of experience, as well as legal technical and administrative capacities. 

Many publications, guidelines were adopted or are to be adopted at this 5th session of the Meeting of the Parties. The beautiful guidance documents, might look good in your bookshelf, but they will not get clean water flowing unless you implement them! We therefore support the future workplan and especially the program on pilot projects. It is high time to focus on the implementation on the ground. It will also help us to verify and check whether the guidances are appropriate or if we need to amend them. 

Switzerland will support pilot projects under the theme of water and adaptation to climate change, given its high profile in this transboundary context.  

Climate change is on the news at all moments but we must not forget we have been for much longer in the middle of a water crisis. 

According to the IPPC, the temperature could rise until 2080 by more than 4 degrees C in Central Asia, for example. It will cause the melting of glaciers and snow reserves with short term impacts like increased risks in landslides and floods; with long term irreversible impacts such as soil degradation up to desertification and loss of biodiversity. A deterioration of key production factors such as soil and water will become a very critical economic, social and security issue. 

It was bad enough in the past and is still very bad at present but it is going to be much worse with climate change.

Water is not responsible for climate change but the water crisis is exacerbated by climate change. 

Adaptation is essential to sustainable development but it will depend on the way we manage our water resources in national and transboundary basins of the world‘s waterbodies. 

For doing this, we need to increase our efforts to integrate land-water-ecosystem management. Sustainable management of ecosystems will not be enough. Restoring assets such as degraded ecosystems will also be crucial for a water-related adaptation. If we restore degraded forests, we will also restore the forest services for water. Switzerland will therefore continue to engage on ecosystems and water, especially on forests and water as well as on payments for ecosystem services, at the regional but also at the global level, bringing the experience of this region to a wider sphere. 

Switzerland is looking forward to the next “Environment for Europe Ministerial Conference” in Astana-Kazakhstan in 2011 as it will deal with “Sustainable management of water and water-related ecosystems”. This will give us an important platform to present the results of this convention and stimulate further commitments by States to the convention. Indeed, we need more ratifications, especially in this region, with further regional agreements. 

To support countries in their ratification process, national policy dialogues on integrated water resources management within the framework of the EU Water Initiative with the Water convention and its protocol on water and health and the UNECE as a key strategic partner constitutes a most useful tool in providing a mechanism to unite all stakeholders such as members of the government, the public authorities, civil society, science and the private sector. 

We are sure that the guide to implementing the convention will offer allot of answers to questions that lingered in the past and that prevented ratification. 

We also are very supportive to the second Assessment of Transboundary Rivers, Lakes and Groundwaters. We believe this assessment is a very important exercise not only at the regional level but also at the national level as it can identify our national monitoring gaps. It is an excellent tool for policy makers to realize the challenges at stake fore their regional water management. It also shows how much we are all linked together in the region. 

Of course, the UNECE region is important but unfortunately, its boundaries were not drafted by water managers. Basins with other UN regions are cut. We are therefore extremely glad to have participants of Afghanistan, Mongolia in this room and we hope you will join us from now on at meetings of the Parties as well as in the expert groups.  But yet, the amendments on the convention need the ratifications of all Parties. I therefore encourage you to do so. If you need assistance, we are ready to help you.

My intervention would be incomplete, without first thanking the UNECE, and especially the Water Convention Secretariat and especially Mrs Francesca Bernardini for her outstanding drive and efforts in conducting all the work with her team. In fact, all the convention is about teaming together. In this regard, I would also like to thank the Bureau and especially Mrs Heide Jekel. And finally I would like to thank all the international organizations, the countries and the NGOs for their commitment to the work of this convention. 

If this convention is so successful, it is due to all of you, teaming together across the region, across the water. Making boundaries link for development. 

I thank you for your attention. 

