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Water Security Insights for An Urbanizing
Southeast Asia

The 6th Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG6) is to ensure clean water
access and sanitation for all by 2030.
One factor affecting this is income.
The Asian Development Bank’'s 2016
Asian Water Development Outlook
(AWDO) presents positive correlations
between income and household water
security, as measured by access to
piped water services, sanitation and
hygiene. The ADB also expresses the
importance of looking at why some
countries deviate from this trend, and
we present here one reason from the
perspective of Southeast Asia, given
its rapid rate of urbanization.

The Puzzle: Decline in water
security amid income growth

Based on the 2016 AWDO, Singapore,
Brunei, Malaysia and Thailand are the
4 richest countries in the region in
terms of GDP per capita. They also
have highest ratings in household wa-
ter security. Similarly, Lao PDR, Cam-
bodia, Timor-Leste and Myanmar are
lowest ranked in terms of both GDP

per capita and household water securi-
ty outcomes.

However, a counter-intuitive relation-
ship can be found in GDP per capita
and household water security, in the
case of Indonesia, Philippines and Vi-
etnam. These three countries are in the
middle of the spectrum of income per
capita in the region. In this group of
countries, Indonesia has the highest
income per capita, followed by the Phil-
ippines and then Vietnam. Yet for
household water security scores, the
order is reversed, with Indonesia hav-
ing the worst household water security
score, followed by the Philippines and
then Vietnam.

The concept of ‘urban carrying capaci-
ty’ explains these outcomes, referring
to the amount of people an area can
receive before experiencing negative
outcomes. The three countries are ei-
ther rapidly urbanizing, or already high-
ly urbanized. Vietnam and Indonesia
have witnessed fast rates of urbaniza-
tion over the past 20 years (1990 to
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2010), increasing by 50% and by
63%, respectively. The Philippines
is already close to 50% urban, as
it underwent the urbanization pro-
cess earlier than these two coun-
tries and is already de-urbanizing.
In these countries, urban migration
has been so rapid that city govern-
ments have not been able to im-
prove their water infrastructure to
keep up with growing demand.
This is observed when looking at
the share of the population with
access to piped water supply in
urban areas. Based on this indica-
tor, Indonesia has the lowest
share (32%), followed by the Phil-
ippines (58%) and then Vietnam
(61%). No indicators in the AWDO
2016 are available for comparing
urban hygiene and sanitation ac-
cess.

Implications for Southeast
Asia’s rapid urbanization

Over the past 35 years, ASEAN
has urbanized rapidly, with the
share of urban population increas-
ing from just 23% in 1975 to
41.8% in 2010, and this is ex-
pected to increase to 52.9% by
2030, based on UN statistics. This
is partly driven by businesses that
move to cities to benefit from clos-
er proximity to their customers,
and to their input providers along
the supply chain. People move to
where jobs are, leading to further
urban migration. As Southeast
Asian countries pursue the path of
economic development, further

Suggested Readings:

urbanization may be expected.

Southeast Asia should prevent a
repeat of this inverse relationship
between income per capita and
household water security. This is
especially relevant to less devel-
oped Southeast Asian countries
(Lao PDR, Cambodia, Timor-Leste
and Myanmar) approaching the lift
off phase in urbanization. In fact,
Laos already has lower urban ac-
cess to piped water (64%) than
Cambodia (72%), even if Laos has
higher per capita income. Laos’
situation could worsen once its
cities reach their urban carrying
capacity in terms of piped water
provision. In developing water poli-
cies, Southeast Asian countries
will thus need to pay attention to
similar subnational areas where
urban populations are growing too
fast to maintain sufficient water
supply per person.

Looking forward, climate change
will add pressure on countries to
ensure water supply meets grow-
ing demand, amid destabilizing
seasonal variations. Singapore’s
experience in innovative water
management policies is good point
of reference for addressing water
security. Despite being a dense
urban center with limited natural
resources, Singapore is able to
meet the water needs of its grow-
ing population, maintaining house-
hold water access for all. One of
the practices to consider is Singa-
pore’'s treatment of waste water,

Courtesy of Flickr account of Tristan Smurr,

and used under a creative commons license.

recycling it to create good quality,
potable “NEWater”. Another is Sin-
gapore’s desalination strategy,
whereby sea water is converted
into fresh water in order to com-
pensate for lower water access
during dry seasons.
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NEWS & COMMENTARIES

WHO urges global
action to curtail
consumption and health
impacts of sugary
drinks

WHO News Release
11 October 2016

30,000 more healthcare
workers needed by 2020
as population ages:
MOH

Sara Grosse,

Channel News Asia
20 October 2016

Why Asia's healthcare
startups need to do
more than come
western success stories
Chevy Beh,

Forbes
23 October 2016

CDC Director: Zika "not
controllable with
current technologies,"
will become endemic
Jerry lannelli,

Miami New Times
26 October 2016

China vows better
environmental monitor-
ing to improve health

The Straits Times
26 October 2016

Vietnam confirms 23
Zika cases

The Straits Times
3 November 2016

Venezuelan military to
control medicine
supply in public
hospitals

Karina Martin,

PanAm Post
3 November 2016

Scientists find clue to
track resistance to
malaria drug

Voice of America
4 November 2016
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Twenty years of
global surveillance of
antituberculosis-drug
resistance

Matteo Zignol et al.

The New England Journal
of Medicine,

Vol 375, No. 11, pp. 1081—
1089

September 2016

Global, regional, and
national disability-
adjusted life-years
(DALYSs) for 315 dis-
eases and injuries
and healthy life ex-
pectancy (HALE),
1990-2015: A sys-
tematic analysis for
the Global Burden of
Disease Study 2015
GBD 2015 DALYs and
HALE Collaborators

The Lancet,

Vol 388, No. 10053, pp.

1603-1658
October 2016

EVENTS & ANNOUNCEMENTS

The Future of Global
Health 2017

1 March 2017
Washington DC, USA

International Health
Policy Conference 2017
16-19 February 2017
London, UK

PEACE, HUMAN SECURITY AND DEVELOPMENT

NEWS AND COMMENTARIES

India-Pakistan 2016
conflict update: Was
Modi right to call Paki-
stan the ‘mothership
of terrorism’?

Jason Le Miere,
International Business

Times
17 October 2016

Taking action on
conflict-related sexual
and gender-based
violence

NATO
20 October 2016
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