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Demographic 
Transformation

Asia currently accounts for slightly over 
60% of  the global population, and also 
for almost two-thirds of  global popula-
tion growth. The Asian population is 
expected to grow by nearly 500 million 
within the next 10 years, and virtually all 
this growth is expected to be in urban 
areas. 

South Asia is among the most 
densely populated areas of  the world 
and has the highest concentration of  
poor people in the world. While the 
population growth rates in countries like 
Bangladesh and India have declined, they 
have not in Nepal and Pakistan. 

Southeast Asia is less populated than 
South Asia, but it also has crowded areas, 
especially Java, part of  the Philippines, 
and deltas of  rivers like the Red, 
Mekong, Chao Phraya, and Irrawaddy. 
During the 80-year period 1970–2050, 
the population in this region is estimated 
to grow 3-fold. The corresponding 
estimate for South Asia is 3.4-fold, and 
for the People’s Republic of  China 
(PRC), 2-fold. 

Large and growing populations exert 
increasing pressures on natural resources 
like land and water. However, the rela-
tionship between human population size 
and demand for natural resources is not 
a simple one. Throughout history, social 
and economic changes and factors like 
technological developments and better 
management practices have affected 
pressures on the natural resource base. 
This pattern is likely to continue for 
decades to come. 

In the past, population growth has 
generally been considered to be exog-
enous to water management. This is not 
correct. Populations affect water in terms 
of  demand, use patterns, and manage-

ment practices. Similarly, water affects 
populations directly in terms of  health 
(for example, waterborne diseases affect 
mortality rates), and indirectly, through 
such issues as regional development, 
employment generation, and gender-
related matters. Box 2 illustrates how 
improving water supply has improved 
public health in Japan.

In terms of  demographic trans-
formations, two issues that are likely 
to affect water in increasing ways are 
urbanization and aging. These issues 
need special consideration. 

Box 2: Increase in Water Service Coverage and Public 
Health Improvements through the Development of Small-
scale Public Water Supply Services in Japan

Before World War II, waterworks were regarded as infrastructure 
that was available only in the central areas of Japanese cities. 
However, the national water service coverage significantly increased 
after the war and has now reached 97%. This is largely due to the 
rapid development of waterworks facilities during the 1960s and 
1970s, which particularly targeted previously unserved areas. This 
was carried out by water utilities that serve a population of 5,000 or 
less and areas where public health issues were urgent. The national 
Government established a subsidy system in 1952 to develop and 
support small-scale public water supply services.
 As shown in the Figure below, the number of outbreaks of water-
related infectious diseases has dramatically decreased, particularly 
since the mid-1970s. This demonstrates that the development of 
waterworks played a significant role in public health improvement.

Source: Japan Water Works Association. Outline of Water Supply 2001, 30 August 
2001.

��

��

��

��

��

�

�

���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ���� ����

��
��

��
��
�
�
���

��
��
�
�
��

�����

������
�����

�������

�������

��������

�������

���

���

���

���

��

�

���� ���� ���� ���� ����

���

��

��

��

��

�

�
��
��
��
���

��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
���
��
��

��

�
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
��

��
��
�

New Insights on Water Security in Asia: II. Water-related Trends




