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Mega cities face water crisis 
 
Stockholm, Sweden: Lack of drinking water, pollution and sewage problems make the 

situation of many big cities untenable.  The WWF report "Big Cities, Big Water, Big 

Challenges”, launched today during World Water Week 2011 in Stockholm, 
focusses on the growing water crisis in Mexico City, Buenos Aires, Kolkata, Karachi, 

Nairobi and Shanghai.  

 

Urban metropolitan areas and mega cities across the globe are facing a culmination of the ‘water 

crisis’. The situation is menacing and in many cases unbearable. Excessive overexploitation of 

groundwater for instance leads to a sustained annual sinking of Mexico City of 5 to 40 centimetres. 

On top of these direct impacts on buildings these effects also increase the risks of a major flooding 

of the city centre. The giant metropolis depends of pumping water from areas 150 km away.  

 

The rivers in Buenos Aires can only be described as public cesspits. High levels of dumped toxins 

have made Argentine river Matanza - Riachuelo to one of the world's most polluted waterways. 

Millions of people in the basin lack safe access to drinking water and is not connected to sewer 

systems. 

 

In  the port city of Karachi in southern Pakistan around 30 000 people die by the effects of 

contaminated drinking water. In Kalkota (Calcutta) in India there are both traces of faeces in the 

sewage water and a high concentration of arsenic in groundwater. The Chinese metropolis of 

Shanghai has had good water access but is now facing water shortages. 

 

“The rapid uncontrolled urbanization is definitely a threat to the ecosystems we all depend on. We 

need better urban planning, efficient water use, and increased influence from civil society, said 

Anna Forslund, freshwater expert at WWF Sweden.  

 

WWF now calls on world governments to invest in sustainable water management. 

   

The case studies of these metropolises with differing social, economic and ecological conditions 

portray that urban water supply is threatened mainly by water scarcity, declining water quality and 

pollution, overexploitation and salinisation of drinking water. Social, institutional problems and 

deficits in the infrastructure increase the problems, said Martin Geiger, Director Freshwater 

Programme WWF-Germany.  

 

Sustainability goes far beyond technical solutions and the manipulation of water flows.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

“Ecosystems, which deliver ground- and surface water must be protected and reconstructed. To 

reduce water consumption an improvement of water distribution networks, as well as effective and 

sustainable sewage treatment is required’, said Martin Geiger.  

 

Green infrastructure and low-impact development, such as rain gardens, rain barrels and cisterns or 

urban agriculture need to be much more integrated into urban planning. 

 

---------------------------------------------- 

Facts and back ground: The rapid growth of urban population and urban areas continues to be 

one of the major demographic trends in the world. By 2050 about 70 percent of world population 

will live in cities. Since the infrastructure in the cities not keep pace with the massive population 

growth, many will lack access to drinking water and sanitation. 

 

Urban areas occupies only 2.8 percent of the Earth’s land area, but the water footprint of a mega city 

stretches far outside the physical cities borders. Most of them are located at the water edge, mostly 

on the river side.  The rapid urban growth is putting lot of pressures on water systems, e.g. rivers, 

lakes, wetlands; on the other hands, cities whether small or large, are dependent on the services 

provided by those water systems. Living rivers are essential for living cities, now and in the future, 

and WWF calls for the below actions: 

 

Decision makers and city planners to understand better the dependency of cities on water, so as to 

develop and build cities with much less water footprint in the future. 

 

Business leaders to better understand the water flows in their supply chains and economy, and seek 

opportunities to engage with water management communities to achieve sustainable management 

of water resources. 

 

Government to support the global water regulation - UN Watercourse Convention to ensure 

sustainable management of transboundary waters 

 

All stakeholders to fully recognize the services provided by water ecosystems, e.g.rivers, lakes and 

wetlands, and take actions to safeguard these systems for ourselves and the next generations. 
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