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HIGH-LEVEL EXPERT PANEL ON ENERGY SUSTAINABILITY IN THE AMERICAS

(Concept note prepared by the Department of Sustainable Development in support of the dialogue among member States during the XLIII regular meeting of the 
Inter-American Council for Integral Development)

The Inter-American Council for Integral Development (CIDI) will convene a high-level panel of experts and authorities from member states to address energy sustainability in the Americas and its linkages to water management. The Department of Sustainable Development (DSD) prepared a concept note providing the technical background of the meeting. The objective is to raise awareness among OAS member states about the need for greater sustainability in the energy sector, the value of integrating energy and water policies, impacts and lessons learned of unsustainable, uncoordinated water and energy policies, and the potential for the OAS to take an active role in energy and water in the context of integral development in the Americas.

Background
The United Nations World Water Assessment Programme has coordinated the development and production of the World Water Development Report 2014 in collaboration with the World Bank FAO, UNEP, UN Habitat, UNIDO, and other specialized UN agencies. The report addresses a wide range of key issues and explains how water and energy are tightly interlinked. Understanding the water–energy nexus is vital to drive economic growth and improve human health. Water is required to produce, transport and use all forms of energy to some degree; and energy is required for the extraction, treatment and distribution of water, as well as its collection and treatment after use. 
Water and energy are also highly interdependent. Choices made in one domain have direct and indirect consequences on the other, positive or negative. The form of energy production being pursued determines the amount of water required to produce that energy. At the same time, the availability and allocation of freshwater resources determine how much (or how little) water can be secured for energy production. Decisions made for water use and management and for energy production can have significant, multifaceted and broad reaching impacts on each other – and these impacts often carry a mix of both positive and negative repercussions.

Freshwater and energy are crucial for human well-being and sustainable socio-economic development. Their essential roles in achieving progress under every category of development goal are now widely recognized. Major regional and global crises – climate, poverty, hunger, health and finance – that threaten the livelihood of many are interconnected through water and energy.

According to The United Nations World Water Development Report 2014, climate change over the 21st century is projected to reduce renewable surface water and groundwater resources significantly in most dry subtropical regions, intensifying competition for water among sectors. In presently dry regions, drought frequency will likely increase by the end of the 21st century. In contrast, water resources are projected to increase at high latitudes. Climate change is projected to reduce raw water quality and pose risks to drinking water quality even with conventional treatment, due to interacting factors: increased temperature; increased sediment, nutrient, and pollutant loadings from heavy rainfall; increased concentration of pollutants during droughts; and disruption of treatment facilities during floods. Adaptive water management techniques, including scenario planning, learning-based approaches, and flexible and low-regret solutions, can help create resilience to uncertain hydrological changes and impacts due to climate change (IPCC 5TH Report). 
The response to growing energy demand can come at the expense of water resources sustainability, as in the case of shale oil and gas, biofuel and dewatering of aquifers to exploit coal seam gas, and vice versa desalination, expansion of pumped irrigation systems, or long-distance pumping of water for cities can increase energy needs. In terms of climate change mitigation, leading technologies for carbon capture and storage are highly water intensive. The International Energy Agency estimated global water withdrawals for energy production in 2010 at 583 billion m3 (representing some 15% of the world’s total withdrawals), of which 66 billion m3 was consumed. By 2035, withdrawals could increase by 20% and consumption by 85%.
Energy is big business compared to water and can command a great many more resources of all kinds. Market forces have tended to play a much more important role in energy sector development compared with the management of water resources and the improvement of water-related services (water supply and sanitation), which have historically been more of a public health and welfare issue. Water resources have been considered by some to be a public good (though the economic definition of ‘public good’ does not apply to freshwater) – with access to safe water and sanitation recognized as a human right. Neither concept ordinarily applies to energy. Reflecting this economic, commercial and social disparity, energy attracts greater political attention than water in most countries.

The decisions that determine how water resources are used (or abused) stem from broader policy circles concerned primarily with industrial and economic development, public health, investment and financing, food security and energy security. The challenge for 21st century governance is to embrace the multiple aspects, roles and benefits of water, and to place water at the heart of decision-making in all water-dependent sectors, including energy.

Risks to water resources lead to energy risks. Growing demand for limited water supplies increases pressure on water intensive energy producers to seek alternative approaches, especially in areas where energy is competing with other major water users (e.g. agriculture, manufacturing, drinking water and sanitation services for cities) and where water uses may be restricted to maintain healthy ecosystems. As growing water demand leads to increasing scarcity, it also leads to increasing urgency to manage trade-offs and maximize co-benefits across multiple sectors, including energy.

Water planners and decision-makers involved in assessing the water needs of the energy sector require a suitable level of knowledge about electricity generation and fuel extraction technologies and their potential impact on the resource. Energy planners and investors must take into account the complexities of the hydrological cycle and competing water uses when assessing plans and investments.

Demand for freshwater and energy will continue to raise over the coming decades to meet the needs of growing populations and economies, changing lifestyles and evolving consumption patterns, greatly amplifying existing pressures on limited natural resources and on ecosystems. The resulting challenges will be most acute in countries undergoing accelerated transformation and rapid economic growth, or those in which a large segment of the population lacks access to modern services.

Sources: 
-
The United Nations World Water Development Report 2014. Available at http://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/WWDR-2014-Volume-1_Water%20and%20Energy.pdf (last visited, September 29, 2014) 


-
Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Available at http://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar5/wg1/ (last visited, September 29, 2014)
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