
Messages for 
Parliamentarians

The United Nations 
World Water 
Development 

Report 3

Messages Series

 

There’s much talk today 
about the crises of 
climate change, energy 
and food supplies and 
prices, and troubled 
financial markets
These new crises arise against a background of 
continuing poverty in large parts of the world. 
The crises themselves are interlinked and there 
are links between them and water resources 
management. Unless resolved, these crises 
may lead to increasing political insecurity and 
conflict at local and national levels.



The third edition of the United Nations 
World Water Development Report describes 
a world of change where the future can no 
longer be extrapolated from the past. 
It examines the impacts of a number of ‘drivers of change’ on 
water, including changing demographics, climate change, the 
increasing consumption of produce and manufactured goods 
and other outcomes of economic development. All political 
actors, including parliamentarians, must understand these 
changes in order to push for effective policy decisions and 
their prompt implementation. The report demonstrates that 
economic and social development depends on the development 
and sound management of water resources. It also establishes 
that investment in the water sector may produce high rates of 
return and may have significant positive impacts on a country’s 
Gross National Product and on poverty reduction.

As a global assessment, the report examines the current 
state and trends of water use and its impact on the resource 
on a global scale. While acknowledging the need for new 
infrastructure and for the maintenance and upgrade of existing 
infrastructure, the report points out that there has been a 
tendency to neglect the building of countries’ capacity to gather 
the data necessary to plan, construct, operate and maintain 
water systems.
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Managing water resources properly  
is an essential component of growth, 
social and economic development, 
poverty reduction and equity – all 
essential for achieving the MDGs.
Specialists and managers in water supply and sanitation, 
hydroelectric power, irrigation, and flood control have 
long been aware that water is essential to sustainable 
development. But it is not these managers and 
specialists who take the decisions on development 
objectives and the allocation of human and financial 
resources to meet them. These decisions are taken by  
or influenced by leaders in government at all levels, in 
the private sector and in civil society. These leaders 
must recognize the role that water plays in attaining 
their objectives.

What’s needed? 

We need to step outside the ‘water box’ – the narrow 
perspective of the water sector that has blinded many 
decisions about water – and adopt a much broader 
perspective that places water in the broader framework 
of social end economic development. Only by doing  
this will we begin to solve the world’s water crises – 
starting today.

Decision makers can use water management as one 
of the central tools for transforming social systems 
and achieving sustainable development. This will give 
freedom from the fear and anxiety caused by too  
much or too little water. It will respond to humanity’s 
concerns for natural and social changes and our  
growing understanding of their uncertainties, which 
make action more important than ever for the rich as 
well as the poor.

Water is essential for 
achieving sustainable 
development and the 
Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs)



Demand information
The uncertainty related to water, both in terms of 
availability and in terms of use, means that more 
information needs to be made available. This is especially 
important in poorer countries, which can’t afford a  
margin of error. One of the most effective instruments  
of parliament is the right to ask questions – while in 
session and even when parliament is not sitting.  
As parliamentarians, you are well placed to ask for 
information on water – its current and projected use 
and current and future state of the water resource. Such 
information requires organization: you may also want to 
demand that government puts in place institutions and 
systems that produce the adequate-quality information 
needed to deal with the uncertainty that is beginning to 
emerge. And you may also want to question the policy 
choices your government or party makes: do they include 
a balanced combination of resource development and 
demand management? Are the policies realistic, do they 
create synergies and do they make pragmatic trade-offs 
between different water uses?

Influence decisions in all 
sectors linked to water
One of the key messages of the United Nations World 
Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World 
is that decisions taken at high levels and in sectors far 
from the conventionally defined water sector have an 
overwhelming amount of influence on how water is used 
or misused. The efforts of dedicated water management 
agencies alone will not be sufficient to properly define the 
underlying causes of the water problems or to provide 
adequate solutions. Decisions made by finance ministers, 
ministers of health, energy, environment, housing and 
agriculture all impact on water issues, as do areas as 
diverse as international trade policy, economic and 
social development and adaptation to global warming. 
Decisions taken by business leaders and the heads of 
community action groups can also impact on water 
resource management, and it is here that politicians need 
to play a key and enlightened role in bringing together 
private, voluntary and government leaders to form 
partnerships to find innovative solutions.

Make sure that water is 
sufficiently considered 
in the legislation that is 
passed through parliament  

The UN World Water Development Report 3 highlights the 
importance of water in sustainable social and economic 
development. But it is you who pass the laws and draft 
and oversee  the budgets that regulate water and make 
it available for food, energy and health. And it is you, 
as parliamentarians, who prepare the legislation that 
regulates preparedness and disaster response. You can 
ensure that all your government’s legislation and policies 
are water-aware.

Ask for clarity on the 
proposed budget and on 
the trade-offs
Making decisions at government level is not easy and 
opting for one course of action often rules out other 
choices. As a parliamentarian you must understand 
the importance of water because through budget 
allocation, you will have to make trade-off decisions.  
If you’re aware of water’s significance to the various 
aspects of social and economic development, you are 
better able to prioritize water in both legislation and 
budget allocation.
You can encourage cross-sector alliances and 
solutions that represent synergy, for example, by 
promoting multi-objective projects and by bringing 
together sectors that support and complement one 
another – health and environment, for instance. In 
certain types of government you, as parliamentarians, 
can also formulate policy.
Very often, economic tools and safety nets go through 
the parliaments alongside parliamentary approval 
and the overseeing of budget allocations. These may 
include water charges, tariffs, subsidies, etc. This is 
the point where the poor and the disadvantaged can 
be protected, while at the same discouraging waste.
External aid also goes through the parliaments both 
as aid being granted and aid being received.  
The UN World Water Development Report 3: Water in a 
Changing World notes that in spite of an upward trend 
in the dollar amounts of aid, the proportion being 
spent on water is not increasing. As a parliamentarian 
you can influence such situations.

Empower the 
parliamentary 
committees through 
knowledge of water
As parliamentarians, you are one of the most 
important groups of actors in that you can move 
towards action rapidly by providing funds and 
creating an environment for investment. You can 
propose legislation and allocate budgets that act 
quickly to respond to water needs. You can promote 
investment in the area of infrastructure and ensure 
that capacity building is part of that investment.
You can do all this by participating in parliamentary 
committees that deal directly with water and by 
ensuring that a member knowledgeable about water 
issues participates in each of the committees that 
have an impact on water – such as the committees 
dealing with agriculture, industry, energy, health, 
economic development, infrastructure and  
the environment.
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Seek information and support 
from your electors and discuss 
possible trade-offs
The world is changing. As parliamentarians  
you understand the issues because you have 
more time than cabinet members to interact  
with your electors. 
Parliament is the organized link between society and executive 
government. You can be the most direct and most effective way 
of influencing government decisions. At the same time, you can 
also be the direct channel for explaining why certain hard choices 
are necessary, especially when this involves less immediate, more 
long-term benefits.
There are several reasons why parliamentarians, both in 
government and in opposition, need to keep a close eye on water 
issues and devote sustained attention to water management. 
While properly run water systems go unnoticed, a water crisis 
makes immediate headlines, causes public uproar and costs votes. 
Assuring constant vigilance during normal times, and having 
within one’s command the capacity of national institutions to 
respond effectively during unavoidable crises, is the most effective 
insurance against unpleasant political surprises.

Influence the policy of your 
political party
As a politician you are most likely a member of a political party. 
Being an elected member tends to give you a strong voice in the 
formulation of party policy. Whether you’re in government or a 
member of the opposition, you can influence the water agenda  
by using the position you have as an elected representative of  
the people.

Seek co-operation with 
parliamentarians across 
borders
Parliamentarians joining together can have a major impact on 
addressing water issues both nationally and internationally.  
The most effective contacts are those involving immediate  
policy issues that cross borders. These too can be about  
issues not directly within the ‘water box’. Exporting water  
pollution by importing goods that create this pollution is one 
example, the long-term leases of agricultural production for food  
or fuel are other examples. Global meetings like the World Water 
Forum offer opportunities for establishing such contacts.

The United Nations World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World 

The report is presented together with a case study volume: Facing the Challenge. Adopting the premise that local actions and on-the-ground insights are the starting point of a global strategy to improve 
management of the world’s freshwater resources, these 20 case studies from around the world examine water challenges and the differing management approaches taken in response in Bangladesh, Cameroon, 
China, the Cholistan desert (Pakistan), Estonia, the Han River basin (Republic of Korea), Istanbul (Turkey), the Lake Merín basin (Brazil and Uruguay), La Plata River basin (Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Paraguay 
and Uruguay), the Netherlands, Pacific island states, the Po River basin (Italy), the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country (Spain), Sri Lanka, Sudan, Swaziland, Tunisia, Uzbekistan, the Vuoksi River 
basin (Finland and the Russian Federation) and Zambia. 
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Water is vital to all aspects of human life. Using water wisely and managing our water 
resources is an essential component of growth, socioeconomic development and 
reducing poverty. Yet around the world we see water scarcity problems rising. And if 
we don’t take action, they risk becoming even more severe.
Coordinated by the World Water Assessment Programme, the United Nations 
World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World is a joint effort 
of the 26 United Nations agencies and entities that make up UN-Water. The report 

brings together some of the world’s leading experts to analyse the state of the world’s 
freshwater resources: it monitors changes in our water supplies and in how we manage 
them, and tracks our progress towards achieving international development targets. 
Water in a Changing World also provides decision makers with the tools to implement 
sustainable use of our water – offering best practices to help stimulate ideas and actions 
for better stewardship of this most essential resource.
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