Brief History - African Ministers' Council on Water

In 1998, the UN agencies recommended that the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) should chair the Water Working Group of the United Nations System-wide Initiative on
Africa (UNSIA). UNEP, working with other co-chairs, was requested to develop a strategy for
consolidating progress in the work of the group. The agencies requested the working group
(water cluster) of the UNSIA, under the leadership of the co-chairs (UNEP, World Bank and
World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to take the necessary steps to “explore the feasibility
of organizing a regional ministerial forum on water” in Africa.

It is noteworthy that the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) was launched in
the year 2001 with the call that governments throughout the continent come up with specific
responses on the implementation. The ministers responsible for various sectors were asked to
devise strategies for achieving the goals of NEPAD. It was recognized that the Ministers of
water in Africa, in view of the centrality of water resources in sustainable development, have a
critical l role to play. The objective of the section dealing with water and sanitation includes the
need to: (a) plan and manage water resources to become a basis for national and regional
co-operation and development, (b) co-operate on shared rivers among member states and (c)
ensure sustainable access to safe and adequate clean water supply and sanitation, especially
for the poor.

In response to the task given to the UN agencies, UNEP and the UNSIA Secretariat, the World
Bank, UNESCO and other agencies extended support to the informal consultations of selected
ministers responsible for water, which took place in Nairobi, Kenya, on 11 October 2001. These
consultations took place in the margins of the launch of the technical segment of the African
Water Forum (AWF) at the same venue and convened with support of the World Bank .

In order to construct an effective mechanism for regional cooperation and development of water
resources, it was clear that several elements would be critical. There would need to be
consensus among governments on the structure to be put in place, and this would require the
active participation of more ministers in the discussions. Thirdly, the process would require clear
steps in order to eventually lead to the desired outcome.

The first informal consultations by the region’s Ministers on forming a regional forum of water
ministers in Africa took place in Nairobi leading to the beginning of an extensive dialogue that
would ultimately lead to the founding of AMCOW, within the context of mounting global concern
about Africa and the need for African countries to take the lead in addressing the continent’s
numerous development problems.
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At the margins of the Bonn International Conference on Freshwater (3-7 December 2001)
ministers and representatives from 23 African countries held intensive consultations and
decided to establish an African Ministerial Conference on Water (AMCOW) stating that “such a
ministerial forum will enable our region to facilitate the development of common perspectives
and positions on the agenda items of major international conferences”.

AMCOW was formally launched in Abuja in April 2002 with the Abuja Declaration. Thus the
Abuja Declaration was the culmination of a long process to forge and formalize a coordination
structure for water policy dialogue and policy in Africa. AMCOW like the African Ministerial
Conference on Environment (AMCEN) which was formed earlier, represented an important
milestone in the growing recognition that Africa must and will take the lead in bringing
sustainable development to the continent.
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