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This declaration reflects the views of the young people participating in the World Water Youth Forum 2009. Coming from over 25 different countries, we gathered in Istanbul in order to share our ideas and experiences and to propose actions. In this declaration we will present both our recommendations to other actors at this Forum as well as the actions that we - the youth - will undertake ourselves. The recommendations and actions relate to those topics that we considered most important, and will be presented in thematic order. Finally, this declaration will outline the steps we have decided to take in order to enhance continuity in youth actions.  

Young people have a vital role to play in solving the water-related problems addressed here at the World Water Forum. We are independent, we are united in our aim of creating a secure future for all and we have grown up in a world in which new technologies have highly increased communication across countries and cultures. Therefore, youth has the ability to bridge the divides between the developing and the developed, policy-makers and civil society, different cultures and traditions; between the interests of those suffering from water-related problems and those who are not. 

It is for this reason that youth should be involved in decision- and policy-making on water issues as well as governance and management of water resources. It is also for this reason that we will not only wait for others to take action, but act ourselves to work towards a future in which access to clean water is guaranteed for all – a future in which water and sanitation are seen as a human right.       

We believe that education is crucial in solving all problems discussed at this Forum and should therefore be seen as a cross-cutting theme. All actors at this Forum, ranging from governments to businesses to civil society organizations, should work to increase formal, non-formal and traditional methods of water education. Education will offer an opportunity for future generations to live more sustainably and empowers young people to be involved in alleviating water issues. 

We recognize the efforts of all actors at this Forum – however we also observe that progress in solving water-related problems is often slow and difficult. We therefore urge everyone to step up action and to involve youth in all efforts.   

Global Changes and Risk Management

It has been scientifically proven that climate change causes an increase in natural disasters such as hurricanes, floods, and droughts. When addressing climate change it is important to find a balance between the proactive and reactive approach. This means investing equal time and efforts in mitigation and adaptation. 

Unfortunately we are already confronted with the consequences of climate change. Therefore we are obliged to continue developing warning systems. We need more experts and clear evacuation plans, with consultation of the local communities.

The topic of water should be added to UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) agenda, which will meet in December 2009 in Copenhagen. It is important not to underestimate the water issue when talking about climate change. The water issue deserves the same political attention as the climate change issue.   

Several climate change scientists state that in parallel to greenhouse gases, it is necessary to pay much more attention to investigating the relationship between the hydrosphere and climate change. There should be more scientific research on this topic. Everyone - including youth - can contribute by keeping ground water resources available. We could call it 'the right of rainwater' to infiltrate in the ground. 

We, participants in this forum, should make efforts to share water-related information and experiences, particularly with people who aren’t able to attend these kinds of forums. Insufficient prevention of disasters is mostly due to a lack of knowledge and know-how.



Advancing Human Development and the MDGs

With the seventh goal of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), all UN member states agreed upon halving the proportion of people with no access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation by the predetermined date of 2015. Although most of the goals seem hard to reach at this point, we as the youth believe that our aims should be to approach them as much as possible. For this reason we as the youth are determined to take action in our local communities that will eventually have global effects in achieving the MDGs.

Each year lack of safe and secure water causes thousands of people to suffer from water related diseases. Eradication of poverty and hunger are also tied to equitable access to a safe source of freshwater. Without freshwater resources, the poor and those most susceptible to poverty will not be able to sustain themselves through subsistence agriculture, leading to issues associated with hunger.  Disease will also become more prevalent in people who are weakened by the lack of water. Youth recognizes that access to clean, affordable, secure and readily available water for vital necessities should be considered as a human right. Thus, we call that the legislation of each country defines water as a basic human right and the issue be discussed in international meetings. 

Although governments should be accountable for clean water and sanitation services for all, communities should also be educated on basic sanitation services, water conservation efforts and relevant technologies used in each. For this reason, we encourage social participation, especially of youth, in order to establish foundations for education such as public databases and awareness campaigns.

As there are multiple uses and functions of water services, the youth endorses governments and organizations to establish efficient water management guidelines. We believe that energy policies of governments should focus on transparency in technological and financial aspects, as well as maintaining water sustainability. New techniques should be applied and further researched for an improved water management system. Transboundary regulations in international and national corporations should take into consideration the environmental and social costs, not just the benefits for their own gains.

Managing and protecting water resources and their supply systems to meet human and environmental needs

We have become aware that the attitude towards water resources management and protection, at both governmental and individual levels, is not in accordance with their importance, due to lack of education and awareness among people of different ages and social backgrounds. We must take more effective actions on ensuring access to safe water and sanitation. We cannot protect what we do not have.

Problems we are facing nowadays and those that are predicted for the close future highlight the ineffectiveness of present actions on water resources management and protection. Governments, parliaments and other state authorities should start using the principle of “Sharing benefits and responsibilities” in international politics concerning water resources. Furthermore all stakeholders ought to acknowledge and promote the motto “we are what we do to the environment”.

There are many countries that share the same river basins but do not have harmonized legislation on common water resources. Moreover some of them have difficult political relationships which eventually affect citizens through access to unsecured water resources. In addition, there are countries within which administrative divisions do not correspond to the principle of sustainable management and protection of water resources. The decision-making levels have to consider reorganization of these administrative divisions according to the river catchment areas. To help achieving this goal, NGO’s can effectively contribute by facilitating common actions between people of countries that share the same river basins first and foremost at social and cultural levels.

Youth is the one to suffer most from the upcoming water stress and water related problems, therefore we, youth, are the ones to secure our own future as well as that of our children. Young people should be encouraged to come up with innovative ideas on technologies for access, sustainable management, protection and rational use of water resources through increasing the informal international and intercultural activities, regardless of political relationships between the countries. Furthermore, stakeholders must develop and maintain viable platforms for technically formative exchange of young trainees and technicians between developing and developed countries. And we youth can also facilitate implementation of projects by the youth through creating and maintaining a worldwide internet-based platform where information on both financing opportunities from all over the world and youth project initiatives can meet each other. We underline the key role of NGO’s and every individual’s collaboration in taking these actions. 

Governance and management

Access to water and sanitation has to be considered as a human right in accordance with that of health care, dignity and environmental integrity. It is not only an individual right, but also a shared responsibility. By creating the framework of the UN Water for Life Decade, member states have recognized the importance of empowerment and raising awareness amongst the youngest members of society at a global scale. Concrete actions to achieve this are educational projects for sustainable water management in schools, integration of youth water organizations in national strategies of the respective industries and youth platforms such as youth water parliaments. It is also important to encourage young people to run in parliamentary elections, to urge political parties to put forward young people on their lists, and to enable young people to lobby and advocate for water and sanitation related issues.

From individuals to private sector, non-governmental and international organizations and governments, the improvement of water management must be everyone’s duty. There is no good governance without adequate public participation to accompany it. In order to guarantee future generations of water provision, involvement of youth should be further supported. We believe governments should provide a higher number of governmental positions to young people. Furthermore, policy-making also has to be bottom up. Civil society, local and regional authorities, national and international entities should all work together in the framework of Integrated Water Resource Management.

There should be cooperation between generations. Transparency and accountability are needed while fighting against corruption and informing the youth about the problems with which they will be confronted in the future. Also, ethical frameworks, common principles, and a shared vision of our common future are required to address conflicts of interest in sharing water resources. Cultural and religious differences should not be reasons for irresponsible and unjust management. If we want changes in water governance and management, culture and spirituality can also be fundamental sources of inspiration on the way forward. 

Finance

Financial obstacles are a recurring theme blocking the path to solutions of water-related issues. Young people, aside from being assumed not to have the necessary knowledge, do not always have access to the means, both in terms of budget and networks, to establish our participation in forming policies or to carry out actions. Nonetheless, youth are confronted with many important issues which are being exacerbated by consequences of the current financial crisis. In fact, youth are also more vulnerable to them as the crisis has seriously damaged our ability to enter the job market. Whilst investments may be cut, the water sector, being essential to human well-being, should not suffer from this. Efficiency and continued investments are needed to expand and maintain water infrastructure, and to quench the thirst of agriculture and growing populations. If not, ours and future generations will be burdened with the costs. The vast majority of young people did not play a part in causing the financial crisis and as a consequence, should not be forced to pay the price for it. 

Water provision lies at the very core of economic development and poverty reduction. With large-scale urbanization taking place worldwide, the bulk of the urban poor consists of young people struggling to provide themselves with enough clean water. This situation is worsening with the unprecedented increase in youth unemployment levels, especially in the developing world. Matching financial viability, affordability and efficiency of the water sector is a complex matter. However, it is certain that water pricing and tariffs must be based on social and environmental priorities, rather than only corporate ones. Governments should construct the necessary mechanisms to provide accessible basic drinking water to all, regardless of their ability to pay. 

The big buildings that house financial institutions and governments seem so far away from young people. This is one of the many divides youth would like to bridge before the time that we will step up to take over as tomorrow’s policy makers. It is disconcerting that the market dynamics that caused this crisis are also operating in water. The developments banks, donors and corporations, and most especially governments, must implement include the concerns of youth in transparency and accountability. In the fight against corruption and mismanagement, we ask for the voice to hold financial bodies accountable so that we may truly become stakeholders in our own futures. 

Education, Knowledge and Capacity Development

As active members of society we are ourselves involved in community based development and call for recognition of our efforts and that of youth worldwide. We have the drive and enthusiasm to make a positive impact on water related issues and be acknowledged as the stakeholders that we are. In order to augment our capabilities, however, education is crucial. As such, we will outline the actions we feel are necessary to implement efficient water-related education. 

Youth should be engaged in decision-making processes related to their education. To ensure this engagement, we believe that communication between political leaders, field experts and youth must be stimulated. We propose that semi-annual meetings are arranged between representatives from youth organisations and policy makers.

All educational programmes should be gender sensitive and recognise current social challenges faced by vulnerable groups such as women and children. Many underprivileged regions struggle with a lack of local water infrastructure. As a result, people – especially (female) children – are forced to carry water home for their families and are unable to go to school. In order to increase the level of education – as outlined by the Millennium Development Goals – infrastructure must therefore be improved. 

Parents should also be educated about the need of education and awareness of water issues. To prevent an ongoing ignorance, all of the family should be given the opportunity of acquiring knowledge and daily household matters such as basic hygiene and sanitation should be addressed. The taboos centring around these subjects should be tackled in the process.

In addition, we believe that the national curricula taught in schools need to be more innovative and proactive, allowing for experimental learning. Education should be engaging and interactive so that practical and social skills may be learned along with theoretical knowledge. Moreover, it should be adaptable to change and technological advancement.

To make education more “hands on” for those being taught, different types of media should be utilised. It should be developed to assist in the preservation of culture and water issues. Visual education and the use of modern technology could act as an incentive to learn to young people.

Support for and investment in all kinds of (water-related) education is critical, especially in the less developed regions of the world. Educational programmes specific to water related issues need to be jointly developed by non-governmental organisations, governmental institutions along with young people. We would like to recognise the potential of peer, non-formal and traditional education as a complement to the unfortunate lack of formal education.

Education on water should not be limited to being an educational subject but should play a key part in our daily lives. In this sense, we want to learn about all aspects and dimensions related to water, ranging from the social and cultural issues to the more technical features. Virtual water, too, is another important particular to be included in education, thus taking into account the water used indirectly to create certain products. Accordingly we would not only learn about the issues themselves but would be empowered to look for global solutions.

We want to be held accountable to the way we relate to water; in order to do so, we need educators that will not only teach but also empower students to face those challenges posed by water responsibly. We want to be perceived as the stakeholders that we are and take responsibility to work with educators, decision makers and leaders in improving our educational systems.

Youth taking Action

Throughout the Youth Forum, alongside the thematic discussions, sessions about the structure of the Youth Forum and actions that can be taken by the participants took place.

As one outcome of these sessions, the members of the Youth Forum resolve to form the Youth Water Council, a body consisting of elected members of the Water Youth Forum, which will assist the respective regional body in charge of organizing future Youth Forums. 

The main reason for the formation of this body is the lack of continuity between the different youth forums, as they are organized without any ongoing guidance. As a result, progress and achievements of previous forums are lost, whilst the learning process restarts from a very low level of expertise every forum. Unlike the World Water Forum, the Youth Forum does not have continuity of purpose and a concrete agenda, nor are outcomes effectively followed up. This means that the potential and enthusiasm of its participants is not directed towards effectively tackling water related issues.

Thus further aims of this Council will be following up the outcome of the Youth Forums, to act as a link between the different youth organizations in the water sector and the WWC, to provide a platform for exchange between the organizations themselves and to increase youth influence in the organization of both future Youth - and main Forums.

One main part of this follow up will be implementing the Youth Action Plan, a document written during this week, which provides guidelines for the participants of the Youth Forum to take action at a local and individual level when they return to their respective countries

This Youth Action Plan briefly outlines seven ways for the youth to contribute and to be part of a solution to local and global water issues.  Each youth participant will take with them the guidelines to take immediate action and receive a quarterly update of the actions taken by other participants. Examples for these actions can be found in all of the previous sections, especially in the part about education.

