
ALUMNI NEWS
April 2020 Edition

Spotlight
Interview with Georges Comair
Water Specialist at World Bank Group

PUB: Please tell us about yourself and your company / organisation.

Georges: Established in 1944, the WBG is one of the world’s largest sources of funding and knowledge 
for development solutions. In fiscal year 2018, the WBG committed $67 billion in loans, grants, equity 
investments and guarantees to its members and private businesses, of which $24 billion was concessional 
finance to its poorest members. With 189 member countries, staff from more than 170 countries, and 
offices in over 130 locations, the World Bank Group is a unique global partnership: five institutions 
working for sustainable solutions that reduce poverty and build shared prosperity in developing 
countries. As the world’s largest multilateral source of financing for water in developing countries, the 
World Bank is working closely with partners to achieve “A Water-Secure World for All,” by sustaining 
water resources, delivering services and building resilience.

I am a water specialist working on water supply and sanitation projects in West Africa. I manage water 
lending operations to help governments take an integrated and strategic approach to solve water 
supply, sanitation, water resource, hydropower, and irrigation problems through partnership, finance and 
knowledge. Since the Water Global Practice was created in July 2014, our projects have provided 62 million 
people with access to improved water sources, 30 million people with access to improved sanitation, and 
provided new or improved irrigation and drainage services on over 4 million hectares of land.
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PUB: Could you tell us more about the situation of the water sector in the markets / countries your 
organisation operates in, such as the water supply network or water treatment market? Which issues in 
particular do you think are most important/are most pressing?

Georges: Across the world 
today, 2.2 billion people lack 
reliable access to safe drinking 
water services and 4.2 billion 
lack safe sanitation. By 2050, 
five billion people may be 
facing water shortages, creating 
unprecedented competition for 
water. Additionally, over 70% of 
freshwater is used for agriculture. 
By 2050, feeding a planet of nine 
billion will require an estimated 
50% increase in agricultural 
production and a 15% increase in 
water withdrawals. In West Africa 
where I work, the lack of access 

to improved water supply and sanitation services impose huge costs on society, and especially for the 
poor. Even where access exists, services have been characterized for decades by poor management, 
inadequate financing and low levels of investment. In a recent poll of 37 countries from Africa, 82% of 
governments indicated that financing was insufficient to reach national targets for drinking water as 
well as to meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 6, related to ensuring the 
availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. The uncertainties brought about 
by political economy and climate change only add to this sector’s already considerable challenges. 
More recently, the pandemic of the COVID-19 disease highlights the urgent need for access to clean 
water and adequate hand-washing facilities to keep communities safe and healthy and prevent the rapid 
spread of the disease. This is extremely important in countries where many communities struggle to 
receive clean, affordable and safe water. 

Another issue is climate change which expresses itself through water.  9 out of 10 natural disasters 
are water-related. Water-related climate risks cascade through food, energy, urban and environmental 
systems. If we are to achieve climate and development goals, water must be at the core of adaptation 
strategies. Promote investment and solutions that incorporate management of ‘natural infrastructure’ 
– the ecosystem services provided by healthy watersheds and coasts – and their benefits for climate-
resilient development of the food and energy sectors. Singapore is one of the best examples in the 
region when it comes to natural infrastructure.
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PUB: What are some of the key water management challenges that you are tackling in your work at 
World Bank? 

Georges: The world will not be able 
to meet the great development 
challenges of the 21st century - human 
development, climate change, food 
security, energy security, and universal 
access to services – unless we ensure 
a water-secure world for all. To achieve 
this goal, we will need to work on both 
water resource management and service 
delivery issues.

The key water management challenge 
we face is ensuring enough and constant 
supply of water under increasing scarcity 
which is essential to achieving global 
poverty alleviation goals. In addition, 

safely managed water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services are an essential part of preventing disease 
and protecting human health during infectious disease outbreaks, including the current COVID-19 
pandemic. One of the most cost-effective strategies for increasing pandemic preparedness, especially 
in resource-constrained settings, consists of investing to strengthen core public health infrastructure, 
including water and sanitation systems.

Finally, mobilizing enough financing is challenging. To achieve the SDG number 6 we need to mobilize 
enough public and private financing to construct water supply systems and wastewater treatment 
solutions. The water sector needs substantive reform measures that can tackle the sector’s pervasive 
inefficiencies, low service quality, and poor performance of urban and rural providers. The Maximizing 
Finance for Development (MFD) approach posits that commercial finance will be required to meet the 
SDGs. MFD calls for public investment in the sector to be used as leverage to crowd in additional 
sources of finance. The agenda starts with urban utilities, which have the highest potential for tapping 
into commercial finance.
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PUB: What are some personal stories that you have garnered, based on your experience in these 
projects?
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Georges: From working in West African 
countries such as Nigeria, Benin and Togo, 
I have learned the following lessons:
• Investments in water infrastructure  
 must be accompanied by policies to  
 promote water efficiency and improve  
 water allocation.

• Political commitment and leadership,  
 technological innovations, and  
 breakthroughs in service delivery  
 and financing models are all needed to  
 support governments to deliver on  
 their commitment to SDG 6.2.

•  Water utilities that understand what motivates their staff—and link institutional performance to those  
 motivations—are likely to see quicker change. Individual leaders—including political champions and  
 competent utility managers—are a prerequisite for positive reform outcomes. This is well developed  
 in Singapore.

Ground assessment with locals on water infrastructure projects.

PUB: There is a need for global collaboration to co-create solutions that address the world’s water 
challenges. The Singapore Water Academy has a broad alumni network, comprising management 
executives and technical staff. What possible collaborations do you see between your organisation and 
other alumni?  

Georges: Providing information and knowledge on water through the creation of an online water 
platform within the alumni network is an example of a possible collaboration. Many of World Bank staff 
have taken the Singapore Water Training, which contributes to exchange of knowledge and expertise in 
the water sector. Singapore water academy alumni are now water professionals and managers working 
around the world applying what they have learned in Singapore on IWRM, managing and reducing 
NRW and harnessing smart technologies. Alumni are now able to make a difference in their respective 
countries and improve the water sector. The World Bank and Singapore Water Academy collaboration 
should continue so that staff and future managers work together to providing universal and equitable 
access to safe and affordable drinking water, and access to adequate and equitable sanitation and 
hygiene for all.
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PUB: You attended the Singapore Water Management Series. What are some of the valuable takeaways 
from this programme for you?  

Georges: Let me start by saying that I was impressed by the Singapore water and development story. 
Fifty years ago, Singapore was a new nation, hungry to develop its infrastructure, create jobs and set 
itself on the path to rapid, sustained growth. Singapore has strategically planned for, invested in and 
innovated towards diversifying its water sources in order to reduce its reliance on outside sources. 

Singapore’s ability to transform infrastructure investments into productive assets for economic growth 
and increased prosperity, as well as its capacity to undertake sustainable urban planning, stands as an 
example to many developing cities and countries.

The main takeaways from training are:
1 -  Placing water and sanitation on the high priority agenda is possible with a government champion  
 who can transform the sector and plan in the long term.
2 - The four Ps which forms the basis for Singapore’s water success story - i) building political leadership  
 at the top; ii) public financing ($20 billion committed to the national program); iii) partnerships with  
 development partners, private sector, civil society and media; and iv) ensuring people’s participation. 

Finally, it is essential to consider three dimensions in managing WASH projects: (i) Governance and 
Citizen Engagement, (ii) Finance and Pricing: the ability of service providers to fully cover their operations 
and maintenance costs, and access investment funds as needed to expand and improve services and 
leverage markets; and (iii) Capacity to improve the skills needed by water managers and staff to deliver 
services efficiently and effectively.
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PUB: In view of the current COVID-19 pandemic and the need to keep communities safe and healthy, 
how is the World Bank reacting to the pressing need for access to clean water and adequate hand-
washing facilities in the regions that you are responsible for?  

Georges: The World Bank Group is moving quickly to provide fast, flexible responses to lessen the 
tragic impacts posed by COVID-19 (coronavirus) to developing countries. The World Bank Group’s 
package of immediate support will fast track US$14 billion in financing, complemented by policy advice 
and technical assistance, to help developing countries cope with the health and economic impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.
 
We are offering a menu of options on critical WASH interventions for effective COVID-19 pandemic 
response and building resilience to future risks. For example, the emergency response will support 
affected, at-risk and low-capacity countries to secure Infection Prevention and Control (IPC) in health 
facilities and communities. We are providing adequate WASH services through Quick Impact Projects 
including small scale rehabilitation and repair of water and sanitation facilities in schools, health care 
facilities (HCFs), temporary isolation/treatments centers and community spaces. In the last few days we 
have been able to mobilize in record time to provide needed support to implement replacement and 
rehabilitation of pumps, boreholes, review and assessment for additional emergency drilling. Engaging 
closely with ministry of health to ensure all health facilities (isolation centers, hospitals) have 24/7 water 
supply.
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