Towards Sustainable Cities
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The Arab World is undergoing the
largest wave of urban growth in
its history marked by the rapid
expansion of cities and the creation
of new urban centres. This is placing
increasing pressure on scarce water
resources as well as water supply and
sanitation networks.

Water resource challenges facing
cities in the ESCWA region are caused
by increasing freshwater scarcity,
growing demand, unsustainable
consumption patterns and urban water pollution. The urbanization of watersheds
has resulted in the greater frequency and severity of floods, channel erosion, loss of
groundwater recharge and destruction of aquatic habitats.

Water supply challenges in the ESCWA region are due to water scarcity and the need
for increased investment in water supply and sanitation infrastructure. The situation
has resulted in limited access to regular water supply services in parts of the Mashreq
and dependency on desalination for urban water supply in most cities in the Arabian
Gulf and in cities situated far from freshwater resources.

GROWING ARAB CITIES

9 Today, more than half of the population in the ESCWA region lives in cities.

9 By 2040, the urban population will have increased by 50 per cent in comparison
to the year 1980.
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WATER AND URBANIZATION

With an annual average urban growth rate of 2.45 per cent, the urban population
in the ESCWA region is growing at twice the rate of the rural population. Most
urbanization is concentrated along the coast.

Population growth trends in the ESCWA\
region

) Urban expansion is due [
to  demographic  growth,
rural-to-urban migration, the
creation of new settlements
due to real estate and tourism
development and the need to

house persons displaced by |3 **

regional conflicts. 50,000 |
0

450,000
400,000
350,000
300,000
250,000 -
200,000 -

Population (thousands)

1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 2030 2040

P Despite growing urban
demand, agriculture remains
the major consumer of water in -
the ESCWA region representing 87 per cent of water use in 2007.

WATER AND URBAN CHALLENGES
| Water Quality Deterioration due to Improper Wastewater Management
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Cities generate large quantities of waste that end up polluting surface and
groundwater resources. Water quality is affected by sewage, salts, oils, metals
and hazardous substances.

« In many Arab cities, municipal sewage is left untreated in open cesspits,
only chlorinated, or directly discharged into nearby waterways. Industrial
wastewater is often released into rivers or municipal networks that are not
equipped to remove chemicals or metals.

«  The unregulated disposal of wastewater degrades water resources and
coastal ecosystems and can contaminate urban water supplies leading to
significant health effects.

The Sana’a Water Supply Challenge

Located in the central highlands of Yemen, the

population of Sana’a exceeds 2 million and is

il experiencing the highest rate of urban growth in

{ the ESCWA region. The Tawilah Aquifer that serves
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agriculture despite the growing need for water in Sana’a. The elevation of the

city (2,250 m) and its distance from the sea (130 km), along with the country’s

limited oil reserves, discourage investment in desalination as a possible

alternative source of water. With only 54 per cent of the urban residents in

Yemen having access to piped water to their household and urban poverty

increasing, the situation for the residents of Sana’a is expected to worsen
unless a sustainable solution is found soon.

Cost of Unaccounted for Water & Intermittent Water Supply

Water is lost from urban water supply networks due
to leaky pipes and poor maintenance of physical
assets, which is often caused by insufficient
institutional, human and financial capacity in
public water utilities.

Unaccounted for water reduces the availability of
water for households and results in less income for
water utilities, which further reduces their ability to
invest in the improved delivery of water services.
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Poor Urban Planning & Natural Disasters

As green spaces are replaced with buildings and impervious surfaces, rainwater
infiltration is reduced thus diminishing natural groundwater recharge.

Due to the lowered infiltration, storm and surface runoff collect pollution and
debris as it flows through the city and increase the risk of flooding and damage
to property.

Extreme weather events are increasingly being experienced in the ESCWA
region due to climate change; inadequate storm water drainage systems and
water collection points are thus increasing the vulnerability of traditionally dry
Arab cities to floods, while storm events also erode coastlines and affect coastal
aquifers.

Learning from the Jeddah floods of 2009 and 2011

In November 2009, torrential rains and flash floods hit Jeddah when 90 mm -
twice the average annual total rainfall - fell in four hours overwhelming the city’s
storm drainage system. A similar extreme rainfall event occurred in January 2011.
The floods that swept through the Saudi city’s busy highways and informally built

areas in 2009 killed over 150 people and damaged over 7000 homes and vehicles.
The lack of appropriate water infrastructure to handle such extreme weather
events exposed the vulnerability of cities in the normally arid Gulf region to the
risk of flooding. Similar extreme weather events have been experienced in Oman
and Yemen and have prompted efforts to improve planning and preparedness to
reduce the impact of floods, landslides and rock falls in urban areas.




