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Water is a basic human need.  It is essential for domestic, industrial and agricultural use.  
Despite water being essential for human survival, over one billion people today lack 
access to safe drinking water.  More than double that number lack access to sanitary 
facilities.  Water scarcity is becoming a major problem in many countries and is closely 
related to poverty, rapid population growth and urbanization.  It has also led to many 
conflicts in developing countries.  While traditionally governments have been at the 
forefront in providing water to the public, several tenure systems as well as legal 
principles have developed over the years in relation to the appropriation of water.  The 
management of water resources has become a controversial issue in recent years due to 
the privatization efforts of the World Bank.  Several countries have experienced hardship 
in the form of increased tariff with some countries, such as Bolivia canceling the 
privatization agreement as a result of public protests.  It is amidst this activity that the 
UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights declared water as a human right 
through General Comment No 15.  Two case studies chosen to highlight two 
diametrically opposing approaches to the management of water – Water Policy of 
Quebec adopted in 2002 and Water privatization in Cochabamba, Bolivia – are 
discussed.  Two trends in water supply and management can be identified – regarding 
water as a res communes or a collective heritage of people and the recognition of water 
as a human right; and privatization of water resources and management. These two 
trends need not be mutually exclusive and the challenge is to ensure that every person 
has access to water on the basis of non-discrimination at an affordable price and that 
privatization efforts are undertaken with the participation of all stakeholders. 
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