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UN-Water is a mechanism with 25 
member agencies to strengthen coordination 

and coherence among all United Nations bodies 
that deal with freshwater issues: from water 

supply, sanitation and health to climate, food, energy, 
environment, disasters and sustainable water resources 

management for socioeconomic development. Established 
in 2003 by the High-Level Committee on Programmes of 
the United Nations, it evolved from many years of close 

collaboration among UN agencies. UN-Water is not 
another agency; through task forces and programmes 

led and hosted by various members, it adds value to 
existing activities and fosters cooperation and 

information sharing among UN agencies 
and stakeholder representatives.
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The news media are full of talk of crises – in climate change, energy and food and 
troubled financial markets. These crises are linked to each other and to water resources 
management. Unresolved, they may lead to increasing political insecurity and conflict.

Water is required to meet our fundamental needs and rising living standards and 
to sustain our planet’s fragile ecosystems. Pressures on the resource come from a 
growing and mobile population, social and cultural change, economic development 
and technological change. Adding complexity and risk is climate change, with 
impacts on the resource as well as on the sources of pressure on water. 

The challenges, though substantial, are not insurmountable. The Report shows how some 
countries have responded. Progress in providing drinking water is heartening, with the 
Millennium Development Goal target on track in most regions. But other areas remain 
unaddressed, and after decades of inaction, the problems in water systems are enormous 
and will worsen if left unattended. 

Leaders in the water sector can inform decisions outside their domain and manage 
water resources to achieve agreed socioeconomic objectives and environmental 
integrity. Leaders in government, the private sector and civil society determine these 
objectives and allocate human and financial resources to meet them. Recognizing 
this responsibility, they must act now!
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Did you know...? Facts and figures 
about the Pacific Islands 

There are about 30,000 islands in the Pacific Ocean, only 2,000 of which are inhabited. •	
Many of the populated islands are less than 10 km2, while some, especially atolls, 
are less than 1 km2. The 18 Pacific Island countries and territories considered in this 
study account for 550,000 km2 of land and some 7 million inhabitants spread across 
180 million km2 of ocean – about 36% of the earth’s surface. 

Average annual rainfall varies considerably in the tropical Pacific, from over  •	
4,000 mm to less than 500 mm. The higher altitudes of volcanic islands receive 
more rain, with about a 10% increase per 100 metre rise in elevation. 

The limited freshwater supply in small Pacific islands is used for various purposes, •	
including for towns, industrial activities, agriculture and forestry, tourism, environmental 
needs and mining. Non-consumptive uses include hydropower generation (e.g. in 
Fiji, Samoa and Vanuatu), navigation and recreation. 

To meet growing demand, naturally occurring water resources are supplemented •	
with non-conventional ones. The former are surface water, groundwater and 
rainwater collection; the latter include desalination, imports, wastewater recycling 
and use of seawater or brackish water for selected purposes where potable water 
is not needed. 

Some islands, including in Fiji and Tonga, have imported water as an emergency •	
measure during severe drought. In some instances, people move from water-scarce 
islands to others nearby with more water. On many small islands, local or imported 
bottled water is an alternative for drinking water, although it costs more than water 
supplied by local water authorities. 

Many small islands, particularly coral atolls and small limestone islands, generally do •	
not have sufficient water resources for irrigated agriculture, or suitable soil conditions. 
Irrigation on small islands thus tends to occur on a relatively minor scale except in 
cases like that of Fiji, where agriculture – primarily water-intensive cultivation of sugar 
cane as a cash crop – is the largest water user. 

The section “Did You Know…?” is taken from the 3rd World Water Development Report 
“Water in a Changing World”. http://www.unesco.org/water/wwap/wwdr/wwdr3/
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