
Speech by Minister Ida Auken at the opening-session of Green 

Week 2012, May 22nd 2012.  

CHECK UPON DELIVERY 

Intro 

1. Ladies and Gentlemen, distinguished speakers. I am very 

happy that 2012 was chosen to be “European Year of Water” 

and that this year’s “Green week” has put water in the centre 

of the discussion.  

2. To me, water policy plays a key role in solving some of the 

major environmental, social and economical challenges that 

we are facing at the global scale today. 



3. It’s a privilege for the Danish Government to hold the EU-

presidency in a time where water is being put so strongly on 

the EU-agenda.  

4. The Commission’s recent proposal for a new “European 

Innovation Partnership on Water” just being one bold example 

of how water has moved into the centre of both the economic 

and the environmental EU policy.  

5. This mainstreaming of water policy in into the business policy 

is exactly what we need to see more of in the future EU policy 

if we should be able to get the economy back on track.   

 

 



The two crises must be solved together 

6. As we all know, the world is struggling with the effects of the 

financial and economic crisis. The crisis is often used as a 

reason to set the lowest denominators when it comes to global 

action.  

7. This would more than ever be very unfortunate. Because, this 

time, at this juncture, the world is not only struggling with the 

effects of the economic crisis. The world is also facing 

challenges from a climate and a resource crisis. 

8.  The natural resources are under severe pressure from 

population growth and changes in consumer patterns. Future 

growth has to become resource efficient if we shall be able to 



ensure sustainable livelihood for our children and future 

generations.  

9. Without managing key natural assets and resources in a more 

sustainable manner, the economy, the environment and the 

livelihoods will suffer across the globe.  

10. The poorest in our societies will suffer the most, as their 

livelihoods are directly dependant on resources such as water, 

land, sea, ecosystems, forests, soil and energy. 

11. It seems obvious to me, that a transition to a green economy is 

the only way we can pursue “the well-being for the many 

without creating misery for all”. As my friend Commissioner 

Potocnik, so often rightly put it. 



12. An inclusive green economy is a key vehicle for achieving 

sustainable development. It offers opportunities for all 

countries for generating economic growth, for creating new 

jobs and for eradicating poverty, while we at the same time 

maintain the natural resource base that our economies are 

heavily dependant of. 

Water – a vital aspect for life  

13. A transition to an inclusive green economy has many aspects, 

but as for life itself, one vital aspect is water. In the context of 

sustainable development, water is one of the most important 

issues to be dealt with.  



14. If we proceed with business as usual, the human demand for 

clean water supply is estimated to outstrip the resource by as 

much as 40 percent by 2030.  

15. When you combine this with the fact that even in a developed 

region like the EU, 20 to 40 percent of the freshwater 

abstracted is wasted. Then something is wrong.  

16. EU Member States are among the leaders in water technology 

- but even within the EU there is a great potential to do better.  

17. According to the “Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe” 

water efficiency in EU could be improved by as much as 40 

percent alone through technological improvements. 



18. On a global scale, reduction of urban water leakage will 

provide billions of dollars in resource benefits throughout the 

world. This we have to pursue.  

19. In 2030 it is expected that 50 percent of the world’s population 

will live in regions with water shortage. Drought and water 

shortage is still one of the main reasons for hunger 

catastrophes in Africa, as we see it right now in East Africa.  

20. Approximately 800 million people lack access to safe drinking 

water and more than 2.6 billion people do not have access to 

basic sanitation. 

21.  Every year more than 1.5 million children under the age of 5 

die and more than 440 million school days are lost as a result 

of water related diseases. 



22. Most of you are probably aware of all these facts, but I find it 

important to tell this story again and again to emphasize that 

there is much more work to be done – globally, as well as in 

the EU. 

Expectation to EU water policy 

23. Over the years, EU water policy has evolved in waves. 

24. In the seventies and eighties, we developed quality objectives 

and standards for different water types and rules for emissions 

of hazardous substances to the aquatic environment.  

25. The second wave came in the early nineties where the 

attention was given to pollution from agriculture and urban 

waste water.  



26. In 2000, the third wave was more focussed at the 

comprehensive water protection policy within the Water 

Framework Directive. 

27. EU has with the Water Framework directive obtained a 

leading role with regards to integrated water resource 

management and in achieving good quality water resources. 

This stronghold we need to maintain and improve.  

28. Another very important issue to be dealt with within the EU is 

improved water efficiency. It is simply not tolerable that 20-40 

percent of the water is spilled, knowing that we alone through 

technological improvement and innovative thinking will be 

able to reduce this significantly. 



29. The Commission will later this year adopt the “Blueprint to 

safeguard Europe’s water Resources” and it is my personal 

hope that water efficiency will be a predominant theme.  

30. I think it is important that the Blueprint will set up a new 

policy direction for ambitious water efficiency targets within 

the EU.  

31.  We need to reduce water leakage and we need to find new 

innovative and more efficient solutions in order to obtain a 

more water resource efficient EU. This would also be a source 

of inspiration to the rest of the world. 

32. Finding ways to use water more efficiently in agriculture is 

critical. Farming accounts for 70 percent of global water 



withdrawals and we therefore simply need to get “more crops 

per drop”. 

33. Our friends from Malta did manage through effective leakage 

control to reduce leakage rates to less than a half from 1995 to 

2001.  

34. This shows to me that it is worthwhile introducing ambitious 

policy for water resource efficiency. 

35. Giving more attention to innovation will help us achieving 

ambitious targets on water efficiency as well as new measures 

to bring forward new quality targets in the Water Framework 

Directive. 



36. The 7th EU Environmental Action Programme has the 

potential of being the building block between “the Europe 

2020 strategy towards a green economy” and the general 

environmental policy in the EU.  

37. One important aspect here would be the use and protection of 

water resources – this being at the heart of our aspirations to 

create a wealthy and competitive future Europe.  

38. The milestones on research and innovation in the roadmap on 

resource efficient Europe must be further qualified. I therefore 

welcome the Communication on the Eco-innovation action 

plan and the “European Innovation Partnership on Water”.  

 



39. These initiatives have the potential to speed up innovation 

contributing to solving societal challenges, while we at the 

same time enhance the European competiveness and economic 

growth.  

40. The European Environment Agency Outlook Report shows 

that EU has come far in many ways. We have as such a solid 

platform for reaching out and providing other parts of the 

world with new technical solutions to their water challenges.  

41. This is the case for the newly established China-Europe Water 

Platform. Here we will from the EU-side assist China with 

addressing huge environmental challenges.  

42. By doing this, we are at the same time improving the 

framework conditions for growth and jobs – not only in our 



part of the world – but also in China where water is a critical 

factor for continued growth.  

43. While reaching out to our global partners with one hand, we 

must continuously work on improving our own framework 

conditions with the other hand.  

44. My hope is that this European Year of Water marks the 

beginning of a new wave in which EU will focus more on 

efficiency and on bringing the environment policy into the 

very heart of EU economic policy.  

 

 

 



 

Rio+20 Global Goal on Water  

45. In less than a month, ministers and heads of states and 

governments from all over the world will go to Brazil for the 

Rio +20 Conference. I see this as a unique opportunity for the 

global community to make concrete and ambitious 

commitments on sustainable development.  

46. EU has been a driving force in pushing for a higher level of 

ambition and concrete action instead of only introducing new 

processes. This, I am very proud of.  

47. But I also realise from meetings with my global colleagues 

that EU seems to be pretty alone in having high ambitions. 



48.  Personally, I’m not scared of being alone but I have 

recognised that it is going to be extremely difficult to reach 

consensus on ambitious new actions to be agreed in Rio. 

49.  But there is three weeks left and I deny giving up on having 

an ambitious result and especially when it comes to water. EU 

will maintain the ambitious position that was further outlined 

in New York during the last round of negotiations three weeks 

ago.  

50. At this occasion EU introduced a set of indicative and 

illustrative goals and target, in order to constructively facilitate 

the further negotiations. One of the goals introduced was on 

water.    



51. We want a global goal on water because we believe that it is 

the only way forward to ensure development among the least 

developed countries and continued economic growth on the 

new fast-moving markets. 

52. If we want a sustainable future for the next generations to 

come the social, environmental and economic dimension of 

sustainability has to be interlinked.  

53. A new global goal on water should therefore set up targets 

addressing all three dimensions of sustainable development. 

  -  The social dimension being access to water and sanitation.   

- The environmental dimension being water quality and 

preservation of water ecosystem. 



- And the economic dimension being water efficiency. 

54. The three targets should not be seen as individual pillars 

between which we can pick and choose. They are more like 

DNA – intertwined and interdependent. We will never succeed 

in realising universal access to water if the resources are too 

polluted and we do not improve the efficiency of water 

management. Just as with a DNA, you cannot remove one 

element without damaging the whole organism. 

55. Agreeing on a new global goal on water in Rio will unite the 

developing and developed countries in solving different 

problems with common understanding. 



56. Heads of states and governments from all over the world will 

come to Rio in June, and they expect us to achieve substantial 

results.  

57. They expect us to set directions and create new momentum for 

the global effort to ensure sustainable development and the 

transition to an inclusive green economy.  

 

58. Reaching consensus on a global goal for water would meet 

these expectations. It would ensure common direction in 

tackling the challenges. And it would bring new momentum to 

a key issue for sustainable development.  



59. We should use the day today to send a strong signal to capitals 

and to all the negotiators going to New York next week for the 

last round of negotiations before we all meet in Rio.  

60. Next week of negotiations could be the stepping stone that 

would call the shots for a better common future. A common 

future for us and the generations to come, where the access to 

save water and sanitation is a universal good.  

61. Former Swedish Prime Minister Olof Palme said it so well in 

Stockholm 40 years ago. “Our future is common. We must 

share it together. We must shape it together”.  

62. I think it’s about time that we translate these words to the 

realities of today, and set directions for our new common 

responsibility. 



63. Rio + 20 should be something to be proud off, and not just 

another empty declaration with good words. 

Outro 

64. Ladies and Gentlemen. This year’s green week – bringing 

water on top of the agenda – comes at a crucial point in time. 

And I am truly grateful being a part of this opening session. 

65. I wish you all a great green week with fruitful discussions and 

exchange of new ideas and I hope to see a strong outcome.  

66. Thank you very much. 
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