
 

 

Opportunities in the Water & Wastewater Treatment sector in 
Saudi Arabia 

A Report on the Saudi Water & Power Forum held in Jeddah: 

The event was officially opened by the Makkah Governor, HRH Prince Khalid Al-Faisal bin 
Abdul Aziz Al-Saud, and the Minister for Water & Electricity, H.E. Abdullah Al-Hussayen, 
on Saturday evening (2 October). SWPF is the largest water and power gathering in 
Saudi Arabia that takes place annually at the Hilton Hotel in Jeddah, focussing on a 
seminar that brings in renowned international and local speakers, and an international 
exhibition.  

This year saw the publicising of a new study carried out by Al Aghar Group in partnership 
with the Saudi Water and Power Forum (SWPF). The study was aimed at revealing 
recommendations on how Saudi Arabia can become a leader in water, power and 
renewable energy innovations and knowledge. Mr Hussain Sindi, project manager at 
Alaghar Group, said that the study recommended the establishment of an investment 
fund with government participation to acquire technologies and international intellectual 
rights in the area of renewable energy and water. The study also recommended the 
establishment of an independent water information centre to report about water status 
in Saudi Arabia, as well as to reconsider food security policies and agriculture subsidies 
to match water requirements. The study also addressed the importance of reviewing 
current tariffs for water and power. Dealing with water as a cheap commodity cannot be 
continued in view of the gap between the government's strategy and the consumers' 
vision.  

I attended parts of the Forum and visited the exhibition. The following is some 
information on the water sector that I managed to gather from the water sessions:   

The CEO of the National Water Company, Mr Loay Al-Musallam, announced the imminent 
introduction of higher water charges. He said water consumption in the Kingdom was 
“growing exponentially due to lack of incentives for the customer to conserve water.” He 
added: “There is no doubt that water tariff changes are imminent and they have to be 
assumed very, very quickly. The need for a price structure that will remove much, if not 
the entire government subsidy, on water that currently stands in excess of 90 percent is 
being studied”. Al-Musallam said that changes were critical for the sustainability in the 
Kingdom and to ensure the national viability of the water sector. The actual cost of 
producing one cubic meter of water is between SR10 and SR 15, whilst the government 
charges about 10 halalas a cubic metre.  

Whilst the introduction of higher tariffs in the water sector had long been expected, the 
difficulty has always been how much and how to collect the revenues. Saudi Arabia is 
ranked the third largest percapita water consumer (in the world), with daily per capita 
water consumption amounting to 248.7 litres. The scarcity of water resources in Saudi 
Arabia can be attributed to: a) the very low rainfall, estimated at 70-100 mm per year; 
b) the growing demand for water as population grows at high rates; and c) water is 
subsidized by the government; thus demand is artificially high.” 
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Mr Al-Musallam also blamed the very low financial returns on huge agricultural water 
consumption. Whilst the agricultural sector consumes more than 85 percent of total  

water consumption, its contribution to GDP in nominal terms was only 3 percent in 2009. 
He suggested an awareness program to educate farmers to seek new technologies in 
water savings.  

Whilst there is no definite date for water charges to be introduced, the debate on the 
structure seems to be leaning towards a block tariff. The first “block” would carry a 
nominal charge and would be of sufficient volume for reasonable daily living; the next 
would carry an increased charge, and as consumption rises beyond essential use and 
into luxury use, charges would rise drastically.  

 

The National Water Company:  

The National Water Company, a government owned organisation, was formed in 2008. 
According to the CEO, Eng. Loay Al-Musallam, the National Water Company (NWC) is 
planning to invest some USD $23 billion in Saudi Arabia's sewage collection and 
treatment infrastructure over the next 20 years. This investment aims to increase 
wastewater network coverage to 100%, up from the current coverage level of 45% (and 
lower in some cities/towns). 

The NWC has launched 80 water and wastewater projects in Riyadh and Jeddah worth 5 
billion Saudi riyals ($1.3 billion). The projects will revamp water transmission and 
sewage systems in these two cities. The NWC also signed a US$46.32 million deal with a 
French-Saudi consortium to manage and operate the water and sewage sectors in the 
Saudi cities of Makkah and Taif. The consortium comprises of France's Saur Group and 
Saudi Arabia's Zamil Operations and Maintenance Co., a unit of Zamil Group Holding Co. 
Under the contract, the consortium will engage in the supervision, management, 
operation and maintenance of the water and sewage grids in addition to the 
management and development of the client service department, revenue collection, 
leakage reduction, and staff training. The NWC has contracts with Veolia to manage 
Riyadh Water and Suez to manage Jeddah water.  

Al-Musallam said after moving Riyadh, Jeddah and Makkah/Taif water to NWC, the 
number of customers has now reached 12 million. Work will begin shortly to transfer all 
employees from the previous water directorates in these regions to NWC.  

 

Water Re-use in Saudi Arabia:  

The water reuse market in Saudi Arabia is expected to be worth $3.4 billion between 
2010 and 2016, making it the third largest water reuse market in the world! Saudi 
Arabia’s advanced treated water reuse capacity is growing annually at a rate exceeding 
30 per cent and is expected to reach 2.2 million cubic meters per day by 2016 from its 
current level of 260,000 cubic meters per day.  

There are significant opportunities in the treated sewage effluent (TSE) sales and  
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distribution with only about 18% of TSE currently reused in the Kingdom. NWC has 
started a major initiative for utilization of TSE for non potable purposes in major cities 
like Riyadh, Jeddah, Madinah and Makkah. NWC has identified major markets in these 
cities for TSE reuse in industries, commercial district cooling, public parks, landscaping 
and agriculture. The total reuse of treated water at present stands at 6 percent of the 
potable water supply. Saudi Arabia’s current daily potable water supply is 5.72 million 
cubic meters a day, whilst the wastewater collected and treated is 1.84 million cubic 
meters a day, and treated water re-used is 0.337 million cubic meters a day.  

Mr Al-Musallam said that a number of MoUs have been signed with local and 
international companies for the sale of TSE. Studies are also in progress for the 
privatization of wastewater treatment plants (WWTP) initially in Riyadh, to be followed 
later in the other cities. Also a number of MoUs and agreements have been signed 
between NWC and end-users for the sale of TSE and studies are under way for link-up 
between WWTP and TSE privatization.  

Sale of TSE began last year and initially significant growth in TSE sales was achieved. In 
2009, total direct TSE sales amounted to over 105 million cubic meters and this volume 
is expected to increase by 35% to 142 million cubic meters by the end of 2010. Demand 
for TSE is projected at 1.2million cubic meters a day, and expected to increase to 
2.8million cubic meters a day in 2015 and 5.4 million cubic meters a day in 2020.  

NWC also signed a number of MoUs and contracts to sell and distribute TSE. It has 
recently signed a contract with the Knowledge Economic City in Madinah to provide the 
latter with TSE amounting to approximately 110,000 cubic meters a day to be used over 
20 years for district cooling and irrigation systems within the Economic City. NWC also 
signed an MoU with MOWAH Ltd for the sale and distribution of TSE to the industrial 
zones south of Riyadh. According to the MoU, MOWAH Ltd will distribute a volume of 
50,000 cubic meters a day of TSE.  

 

Infrastructure Projects:  

Huge infrastructure investments have been planned. Total capital expenditure for the 
infrastructure development projects in the Saudi water sector has been estimated at 
US$40 Billion over the next 20 years. Water distribution will represent 38 percent of the 
total spending whilst sewage collection and water treatment will account for the rest 
62% percent. Of the total expenditure, over US$ 20 Billion has been earmarked as 
investments in six major cities of Jeddah, Riyadh, Makkah, Madinah, Taif and Dammam 
over the next 10 years. This amount will mainly be spent on water and wastewater 
projects.  

NWC has already offered more than 80 infrastructure projects in water and sewage 
water sectors, with a total amount exceeding US$1.3 Billion in Riyadh and Jeddah cities 
in the current year. The most important projects include the execution of strategic water 
reservoirs for Riyadh city with different capacities up to 600,000 cubic meters, laying 
down major water pipelines of up to 2200 mm diameters and the drilling of more than 
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35 wells which will contribute to increasing water quantities pumped to Riyadh. All these 
projects in Riyadh amounted to approximately US$1 Billion.  

NWC has planned to launch a new package of projects for infrastructure water and 
wastewater sectors in the near future. The most significant projects are the increase of 
wastewater treatment plant efficiency located in the southern part of Riyadh, the 
execution of the 3rd phase wastewater treatment plant located on Al-Kharj expressway 
with a capacity of 100,000 cubic meters a day, and the execution of 20 projects to 
connect customers’ houses with existing wastewater systems.  

NWC is now considering offering Jeddah province a strategic water reservoir for bidding 
to execute the 1st and 2nd phases of the strategic storage projects at a cost of US$373 
Million. The 1st phase is designated to be in Briman area in Jeddah with a capacity of 2 
million cubic meters, whilst the 2nd phase is to be executed on Makkah Old Road with a 
capacity of 1.5 million cubic meters.  

Eversince NWC’s establishment in 2008, significant improvements in the supply of water 
have been achieved in both Riyadh and Jeddah. There are also improvements in water 
and wastewater connections and detection of leakages in the water supply in these two 
major cities. The number of leaks detected in Riyadh and Jeddah in 2008 was 31,906 out 
of which 25,525 leaks were repaired. In 2009, there were 59,969 leaks out of which 
50,974 were repaired. The volume of water saved due to leakage detection in 2008 was 
7,251,000 cubic meters and in 2009 was over 15,852,000 cubic meters. The NWC 
estimates the market for leakage repairs in Riyadh and Jeddah to be around 
US$300Million. Leakage from the potable water networks is estimated to be between 20 
and 40% in some cities.  

The NWC is currently studying a proposal to introduce a comprehensive system for water 
in the Kingdom that will eventually combine all water authorities and cover all types of 
water – ground, surface water and desalinated water.  

 

The “Musk” Lake in Jeddah 

The National Water Company finished last month drying the estimated 10 million cubic 
meters “Musk” lake that was located east of the expressway in Jeddah. Huta Hegerfeld of 
Saudi Arabia had been awarded the contract immediately after a Royal decree ordered 
the transfer of responsibility of the “Lake” from the Jeddah Municipality to NWC earlier 
this year (2010). The project was completed about 9 months ahead of time. Huta 
Hegerfeld pumped a large proportion of the sewage lake to Briman treatment station, 
and distributed the rest of the sewage water to nine lakes that were left to evaporate; 
the residual mud was treated for harmful substances.  

Sewage water in the “Musk” lake reached as high as 11 metres during the serious floods 
that hit Jeddah some 10 months ago, causing substantial damages to property and loss 
of lives.   
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