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Failure to recognize the 
essential role of water... 
in the provision of food and energy, not to 
mention the management of responses to 
drought, floods and other disasters, has  
led to a dangerous lack of investment in 
infrastructure, leaving hundreds of millions  
of people at risk. Population growth,  
ever-greater consumption and climate 
change will continue to exacerbate 
this situation. In human terms, it is 
unconscionable that it be allowed to continue.



Measure and analyze for 
informed decisions 
You need detailed and authoritative 
information to help you to reduce risks as 
quickly as possible and prepare for a future 
that will have increasing climate variability 
and more severe extremes, including floods 
and droughts, as a result.  
If your country is poor, there is little money for correcting 
mistakes. It is urgent that systems to gather this information 
about current and future water availability and variability 
be put in place even while your government proceeds with 
building infrastructure. Information and tools for decision-
making under conditions of uncertainty – including climate 
change – will help to ensure that choices made in the short 
term will not have irreversible or harmful long-term effects.

Yet although the urgency is increasing, we are spending less on 
collecting the type of data which would allow us to understand 
water, where it is and how it flows. We must invest now in 
technology and in neglected local data-gathering systems, 
because the price of proper monitoring is only a fraction of the 
cost of any infrastructural error.

Equally important is information about how much water is 
being used for various purposes, the efficiency with which 
services are delivered, how much is paid by users to cover the 
cost of supply, the users’ ability and willingness to pay, and the 
investment programmes needed to achieve particular socio-
economic objectives. This information is essential when trying 
to attract investment, either public or private. 

Does your country collect this data and information 
systematically? If so, are you familiar with it?
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Climate change, demographic 
expansion and migration issues, food 
and energy shortages and price surges, 
global economic and financial collapse, 
shifts in international trade, and the 
continuing challenge of poverty are all 
crises the world is currently confronting. 
Water is an integral component of 
many of these problems, and is an 
essential element in addressing them.
Many of the decisions you make will affect or will be 
influenced by the availability and management of water. 
Properly considered, these decisions can help you to 
achieve greater consistency and security of water supply 
for your own society, and, as a result, to consolidate the 
type of social stability which is as important to the  
well-off as it is to the poor.

You have at your disposal tools such as the allocation of 
resources and the shaping of development policy. But in 
these media-conscious times, you also have the type of 
high visibility which allows you to inspire individuals and 
groups to tackle these challenges with you – allowing 
you to confront these difficult choices together.

The world is faced  
with a number of  
immediate crises... 



Action inside the  
water domain 
The key message of the 2009 World 
Water Development Report is this: ‘It can 
be done; others have done it already’.   
However, there is no one-size-fits-all solution. The best 
mix of responses to your country’s water needs depends 
on its availability and on your country’s technical, financial, 
institutional and human capabilities, as well as its 
culture, political and regulatory frameworks and markets. 
Fortunately though, there is an increasing number of good 
examples, such as the demand management and resource 
development programme in Tunisia, which has led to a 
recovery in agriculture, and the innovative urban water 
services management programme in Uganda, which has 
led to better services at a reduced cost.

Such change, however, typically takes place in highly 
dynamic hydrological, social, economic and demographic 
contexts. As a result, action is needed to improve the 
capacity of institutions and people involved in water 
management to deal appropriately with those changes 
and to improve the water management policies that have 
the most immediate impact. Specifically, the maintenance 
of existing infrastructure and the development of new 
infrastructure are both desperately needed, and storage 
capacity needs to be increased in most parts of the world 
to deal with increased variations in climate.

The water sector is severely under-financed, to the  
extent that three areas in particular give immediate  
cause for alarm: sanitation, monitoring and maintenance. 
There is inefficient planning of resources and investment, 
with services falling apart and huge economic losses. In 
human terms, the consequences of failure to improve 
any of these can be measured in disease, physical and 
intellectual/mental disabilities, and, ultimately, death.

Action outside the  
water domain
In addition to these direct measures, 
policy choices outside the water 
domain are equally crucial if we are  
to change and improve how water is 
allocated and used, as well as making 
the adaptation to new, more efficient 
management systems more effective 
and less costly.
Leaders within the water domain can implement 
decisions and use their expertise to inform debate 
outside their sector. But it is the leaders and policy-
makers outside the water domain, in government, 
the private sector and civil society, who will finally 
determine the direction to be taken.

The key decisions are those taken in agriculture, 
industry, spatial planning, economic development and 
energy – but there are also the decisions on education, 
on good governance and on transparency. Investing in 
the education of girls, for instance, has a major effect 
on the size of families and on economic development, 
both important drivers in water use. At the same time, 
curbing corruption can save between 20 per cent and 
70 per cent of invested resources.

Because of the inherently interdisciplinary and 
interdepartmental nature of water, co-operation 
is essential. In a political context, for example, the 
establishment of a special cabinet sub-committee can 
allow the concerns of the water sector to feed into 
related areas, allowing for synergies and informed 
trade-offs. This type of outside-the-box thinking on the 
part of everyone involved can be of significant overall 
benefit to water management. In the end, it is on their 
willingness to take innovative steps such as this, that 
future generations will judge the wisdom of today’s 
political leaders.
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‘If the vicious cycle of low 
funding is reversed, the 
benefits to society will  
be enormous’
Source: The UN World Water 
Development Report 3: Water in a 
Changing World, 2009
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Water crises cost votes 
There are several reasons why you as 
politicians, whether in government or in 
opposition, need to keep a close eye on  
water issues and give sustained attention  
to water management.   
While properly run water systems go largely unnoticed by the 
public, a water crisis – such as a shutdown of facilities or rocketing 
prices caused by poor management or lack of foresight – generates 
immediate headlines, causes uproar and costs votes. Constant 
vigilance and the ability of national institutions to respond 
effectively in times of crisis are the only effective insurance against 
unpleasant political surprises. Individual citizens or stakeholder 
groups might see only their own concerns, but you have the 
resources at your command to place those concerns in the context 
of the bigger picture, and to help everyone involved to participate 
in the big decisions.

Inevitable trade-offs require  
a partnership basis
Like most decision-makers, you are probably facing multiple 
challenges but have only limited financial resources, natural 
resources and implementation capacities.
This means making trade-offs, and some very hard choices 
about how to allocate and protect your water resources. In 
making those choices, it is essential that all those affected in 
society are involved on the basis of partnership, allowing them 
to share the burdens and the benefits alike.
Water problems must be tackled without regard to political 
ideology. Statesmanship demands that you make a conscious 
effort to keep water outside the realm of combative politics 
through the development of broad political consensus. It is that 
ability to create a working consensus around the water solution 
that best suits a particular climate and society that is the mark of 
successful leader.

Seek to decentralize, taking 
account of managerial 
capacity and local ecology
The World Water Development Report 3: 
Water in a Changing World recognizes that 
water problems have their origins, to a 
significant extent, at local level, closest to 
users and consumers.    
So it is here that prospective solutions should be tested. This 
means that the temptation to centralize water management 
must be avoided. Authority must be devolved to the appropriate 
sub-levels where solutions can be most-productively debated, 
implemented and managed. Decentralization should not, 
however, take place in blanket fashion across a country or even 
a region. Its implementation must take into account issues such 
as the local ecology and the managerial skills and resources 
of the local authorities. The key rule is this: decentralization 
of human and financial resources must accompany 
decentralization of responsibility and authority.
Decentralization does not mean absolving central authorities 
of responsibility for sound water management within your 
country. Rather, it means freeing higher authorities from day-to-
day concerns that are best managed at the local level, to allow 
them to focus on the broader inter-sectoral, inter-regional and 
intergovernmental picture.

Action is needed now
Action is needed now. Many countries are already facing 
multiple water challenges – all of them compounded by  
climate change – which require immediate action. Some will 
need long-term solutions, others short-term. However the 
solution you choose will depend on the circumstances in your 
country, the options open to you, the resources available, and 
the likely impact. In short, it must be an informed choice.

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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