19 November 2008, 40 years IRC
[Speech by Peter de Vries – DGIS]
Dear Chairman of the Board Mr. Lodewijk de Waal; dear Director and staff of   IRC, ladies and gentlemen. 
First of all my congratulations to IRC with its, could I say, 40th birthday?  In this long period of 40 years, IRC, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment (with the Dutch acronym VROM) have worked together intensively. IRC was founded in 1968 as a “knowledge centre” with the objective to “facilitate, share and foster exchange of knowledge” between developing countries, donor countries and organisations in the field drinking water and sanitation. Until 2006 administratively, legally and financially IRC was closely tied to DGIS and VROM. 

However,  long before the age that many people and organisations start asking  themselves “ is this all there is ? ” and often fall into a mid-life crisis, IRC was transformed into an independent organisation with its own board,  an executive director and started looking for new partners. Becoming independent also made it possible that an increasing part of the income can come from other than governmental sources; the development of a business plan and adjustment of the objectives, in which supporting MDG 7 water and sanitation targets became central, were logical next steps. We consider that IRC has been successful so far in reshaping itself into an organisation which is able to support many players in the field of water & sanitation by its threefold programme of “ Information Products & Services; “Applied Research and development of innovative concepts”;  and Regional capacity building programmes. 

Why is IRC so relevant for our Ministry?
The Netherlands international cooperation programme has traditionally supported many developing countries to provide access to drinking water and sanitation at a reasonable cost to those who need it ; capacity development and water sector reforms were part of this approach.  In many of these activities IRC played a very supportive role. Also for our ministry the realisation of MDG 7 target 10 constitutes a central objective.
In response to the lack of progress in this MDG target and to the enormous need for safe drinking water and basic sanitation, the Netherlands’ Government launched an ambitious water and sanitation programme in February 2005. Its goals are twofold; 
a) to provide sustainable access to clean drinking water for 50 million people by 2015; and 

b) to provide sustainable access to adequate sanitation for 50million people by 2015.  

I am not going into much detail about the implementation of this programme, but I can inform you that at the beginning of 2008 we have made commitments for slightly more than 26 million people getting access clean drinking water and almost 29 million people getting access to improved sanitation. Though these numbers may show that, halfway 2015, we seem to be quite on track, reality may show a somewhat different picture. In the case of drinking water this holds true, but in the case of sanitation the reported results from the programmes in execution are lagging behind substantially. And this seems to be the overall picture, as we could learn from the many meetings and events during this International Year of Sanitation. 

Sanitation, as you experts of course know, is a much bigger challenge than achieving the targets for drinking water. Sector policies are usually less supportive, or even ignore the sanitation issue. Sanitation may fall under various departments or institutional settings or is simply delegated to local governments, who have no means, or even no clue, to tackle it.  Apart from that, we also know that improving sanitation is not primarily a construction issue but rather a matter of culture and behaviour. Demand creation and behavioural change are key to address the sanitation needs and facilities for the poor. All these aspects are now almost common knowledge, but one area remains to a large extent still a nobody’s land and that is sanitation for the people in slums: the urban poor. 
I am very happy that IRC for its 40th birthday has chosen for  this complicated topic and I am sure that the knowledge coming out of this symposium will benefit the people who are living in crammed and health threatening slums and whose numbers are many more than the 100 million people mentioned  in target 11 of MDG 7.

In this sense this workshop but in a broader sense IRC and ourselves have a dual challenge: contribute to the realisation of MDG 7 and to think already strategically beyond the limits of the present MDGs. Why? One the one hand because the MDG target on water and sanitation only will reduce the number of people having no access to water and sanitation; our ultimate goal is universal access.

On the other hand also because, in particular in the urban areas, investments in the presently defined narrow scala of ‘improved sanitation’ facilities alone will not be sufficient to deal with the overall sanitation situation of the fast growing population. New technologies as well as investments in solid waste management and wastewater treatment will be essential to create a healthy urban environment, in particular for the urban poor.
Not a tiny challenge and not the only one IRC can play a role in the coming years. We at DGIS look forward on collaborating with you on these challenges
My congratulations again for IRC and I wish you a very fruitful symposium.
Thank you 

