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Excellencies,  
 
Ladies and Gentlemen,  
 
1 First, let me thank the Asia Pacific Water Forum and the Royal Thai 
Government for organising the session and for the warm hospitality that we have all 
enjoyed. I want to begin by posing one question and making three points.  
 
2 The question is: Why are there more mobile telephones than taps which are 
capable of dispensing safe drinking water to the people in the world? Mobile 
telephony is a technology which is only about 20 years old. Yet, water technology – 
the way we collect, purify and pump water – that is at least a century old. We are not 
talking about technology itself. We need to question why there has been so little 
progress in this supposed delivery of a human right called “access to clean drinking 
water”. The question is even worse if I also asked you about access to clean 
sanitation. More people have a mobile phone than access to a clean toilet.  
 
3 I am going to make three points. The three points are: first, emphasis on the 
need for integrated governance of water infrastructure; second, technology; and third, 
economics.  
 
4 Singapore is a small island state one degree north of the equator. I think, like 
most tropical countries, we actually have more rainfall than what we need for 
drinking. In the case of Singapore, we receive about 2.4 metres worth of rainfall in a 
year. But you and I know that rain does not fall continuously throughout the course of 
the year – it falls heavily sometimes and there are droughts at other times.  
 
5 The problem with the variable delivery of rainfall is that it means that when it 
rains heavily, a lot of the rain flows into the sea. In fact, if it rains even more heavily, 
you get a flood. The question, or the challenge for us, is to design reservoirs and 
drainage so that you have adequate stores to store the water when it falls and you 
have adequate drainage to drain the water and to avoid floods. The point here is that 
you need an integrated approach to reservoirs, drains and sanitation. In Singapore, 
we have integrated all three functions under a single agency, and that agency under 
a single Ministry. This allows us to optimise the system to collect, store, purify and 
deliver potable water, to avoid floods, and to provide safe sanitation to everyone.  
 
6 My second point is on technology. In the case of Singapore, we are 
dependent on imported water for up to 60 per cent of our supply. A key change – 
almost a revolution – occurred about a decade ago with the ability to use reverse 
osmosis to recycle used water or to desalinate seawater at an economically viable 
price. We did not invent reverse osmosis in Singapore, but the ability to take that 
technology and to apply it system-wide, and then make it available to people across 
the board – that completely changed the water equation in Singapore just a decade 
ago. The point I am trying to make is that we need to have the ability to adopt and 
use technology on a system-wide basis. 



 
7 My third point is on economics. I have heard many people stand here and say, 
“water is a human right”, but I have not heard many people say that we should price 
water correctly. Let me give you an example. In Singapore, we charge every single 
Singaporean the full economic cost of the water that we deliver to them. In the case 
of Singapore, it means we use the long run marginal cost of a blend of recycled 
water and desalinated water. In other words, that should be very expensive. But in 
fact, when you actually do the mathematics of it, I have discovered that the price of 
desalinated water is several hundred times cheaper than water in this bottle. If you 
do not believe me, go back after this [summit] and do the statistics yourself.  
 
8 So, the point I am trying to make, is that there is a need to right-price water 
because that has several signals. First, it reminds everyone that water is precious – 
we have to conserve it and not waste it. Second, it makes sure that the agency 
responsible for delivering water pays attention to unaccounted-for water. In the case 
of Singapore, we have brought down unaccounted-for water to less than five per 
cent. That is a major achievement. But in many places where you do not charge the 
right price, the agency will say it is not worth my while to fix the pipes. They may find 
it more worthwhile to build another reservoir or another dam rather than to fix leaky 
pipes, but that is the wrong answer.  
 
9 A third reason for right-pricing water is that it sends the correct signals to the 
private sector investors who, depending on the way you design your system, may be 
key operators and key deliverers of the services you require. Private investors need 
to have regulatory certainty. They need to know that you are good for your money, 
and that the price means that this is a country that will be able to afford and will 
continue to pay for their services. Because of that, in the case of Singapore, we use 
a public-private partnership (PPP) model for reverse osmosis of recycled used water 
and desalination. In that way, we have been able to utilise private sector efficiency 
and competition in order to get the best prices for water in Singapore.  
 
10 I want to conclude by saying that I suspect the answer to my first question as 
to why mobile telephony is more prevalent and more accessible despite the fact that 
it is a new technology, and water less so, is that it lies with politics, governance, 
getting a structure right, using the appropriate technology, and just as important, 
getting the economics right. I thank you all for the opportunity to share these 
thoughts with you. I hope that when we next gather at the next summit in a few years’ 
time, all of us – politicians and administrators – will have discharged our duties to our 
people. Thank you all very much.   


