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The future of water in a 
rapidly changing world
Society depends both on the direct use of water – for water supply, irrigated agriculture, 

waste assimilation, hydropower and navigation – and also on ecosystem services 

 provided by the water environment. Safeguarding the provision of these ecosystem 

 services will require that direct human needs for water are met in ways that minimize 

adverse impacts on the water environment.

Switzerland has a long history of successful management of its 

water infrastructure and water resources. With the headwaters of 

several major European rivers in the Swiss Alps, the management 

of its surface waters (including their water quality) can have sig-

nificant international consequences for Switzerland. In addition, a 

heavy reliance on hydropower and need for flood protection have 

led to extensive alteration of the Swiss water environment.

Future decisions regarding water management in Switzerland 

will need to be made in a new context that incorporates not only 

past investments in infrastructure but also changing conditions 

and societal values. Both historical and global perspectives offer 

a framework for examining the challenges that Switzerland faces 

in managing its water resources and infrastructure in the future. 

A core responsibility of civil society. The management of water 

resources and water infrastructure has been a core responsibility 

of civil society throughout history. It is a testament to the central 

importance of water in sustaining societies that so many artefacts 

of water infrastructure – dating back thousands of years – can be 

found on nearly every continent. Throughout Europe, remnants of 

Roman aqueducts, baths and latrines are widespread. In Switzer-

land, a system of local irrigation channels (called Suonen in Ger-

man and bisses in French) remains in use today in Canton Valais; 

the earliest use of this technology dates back to 900 CE.

Societies derive many benefits from the direct use of water 

and the water environment. The importance of water for health 

and hygiene was recognized by ancient civilizations and has 

recently been accorded the status of a human right by the United 

Nations. Water and the water environment also support terres-

trial ecosystems, including rain-fed and irrigated agriculture, and 

aquatic ecosystems, including fisheries. Water provides means 

for transportation and power generation and also aesthetic and 

recreational benefits to society. 

Many of these direct benefits can only be tapped through 

the construction of infrastructure, from the simplest channels 

to massive dams. This infrastructure represents a substantial 

investment on the part of society (see article by page 22). Much 

of this infrastructure also dramatically alters, either by design 

or necessity, the pre-existing conditions of the water environ-

ment – for example, with regard to river flow and morphology. In 

Switzerland, the early development of major water infrastructure 

(in the early 19th century) was related to flood control and the 

reclamation of land for agriculture and settlement.  

Alteration of the water environment. Water diversion and 

the alteration of flow conditions are among the most profoundly 

deleterious consequences of water infrastructure and of the 

allocation of water resources to meet direct human needs. The 

ecological devastation of the Aral Sea (located on the border of 

Age-old water infrastructure: in Canton Valais, some of the traditional irrigation 

channels (known as Suonen or bisses) dating back over 1000 years are still in 

use today.
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