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Water occupies a prominent 
place in religious belief and has 
played an important role in the 
rituals, symbols and liturgies 
of most of the major religions 
throughout human history. 



 

Religion is a cardinal influence on  
the thought and behaviour of huge 
numbers of people, both believers  
and non-believers 1

 

Several of the world’s major religions originated in the Middle 
East and other regions where the management and use of water 
has always been a central part of peoples’ lives. Water has often 
been referred to as a gift from God. The struggle to ensure that 
we have sufficient water has made it a principle focus of social, 
legal and political development. Water is ‘special’ and changes in 
the way it is managed and used must be carried out carefully and 
with sensitivity to prevailing attitudes and beliefs.

The context in which water issues are discussed has changed 
beyond recognition since the great religions were founded and 
their doctrines shaped. Over the last thousand years, the world’s 
population has increased by a factor of twenty. A thousand years 
ago, the largest city had no more than one million inhabitants. 
Now there are over forty megacities with populations of over 
ten million. Many countries are water-stressed, many water 
sources are threatened by contamination and climate change, 
and there are huge economic costs entailed in providing water 
and sanitation services (WSS) to current and future generations. 
Belief systems and the customs they underpin have had to come 
to terms with urgent problems thrown up by rapid changes in 
the world of water. New systems of belief have arisen,2 some of 
which are regarded as new religions.

Religious leaders are crucial when it comes to circulating the 
messages contained in WWDR3 by:

•  Influencing the attitudes of their constituents towards water, 
the moral choices they make, and their behaviour – all of which 
affect the use and management of water

• Motivating and mobilizing groups of people in different roles 
for common purposes

• Educating the young about the critical role played by water in 
achieving social and development goals

• Setting an example by using water prudently and efficiently in 
their own religious communities and institutions

• Undertaking water projects and programmes alongside 
charities and NGOs that have a religious mission

• Representing a large constituency for discussions about the 
future of water

Different religions have distinctive points of view on matters 
affecting water, but there are many principles that are common 
to almost all:

• The virtue of selflessness
• The importance of serving the common good and 

the community
• An awareness of the impact of actions on the welfare of others
• Concern for those less fortunate
• The stewardship and careful use of the natural environment
• Care for future generations and sustainable development
• An affirmation of water as a human right, founded on the 

dignity of the person

1  ‘Religion’ here is taken broadly to include a variety of faiths and transcendental systems 
of belief. It is obviously impossible in a document of this size and generality to represent 
the views of all the numerous smaller movements and sects, as well as humanism, 
agnosticism and atheism. However, the ethical principles described here are believed to 
be widely shared.

2  Some of these have originated from environmental thinking, for example, ‘deep ecology’ 
and the Gaia Theory.
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Here, we dwell on a few common 
ethical principles that are particularly 
relevant to the WWDR3 – selflessness, 
community, interdependence, concern 
for those less fortunate, stewardship 
of the environment, concern for future 
generations, and water as a human 
right, founded on the dignity of the 
person.

In their roles as the spiritual 
and temporal leaders of 
hundreds of millions of 
believers, heads of religious 
movements and those who 
influence spiritual thought 
are hugely important 
stakeholders in spreading  
the messages of the 2009 
UN World Water Development 
Report: Water in a Changing 
World (WWDR3)



Here, we examine how key messages  
of the World Water Development Report 3 
relate to these basic moral principles

Messages
Selflessness 

Many faiths elevate non-selfish behaviour to a higher 
moral plane than actions based on pure self-interest. 
In the realm of water, the WWDR3 outlines instances 
of selfish actions carried out by both consumers and 
producers that have damaged overall welfare and may 
even be unsustainable for the perpetrators themselves.

Community 

Most faiths attach a high worth to the involvement of 
individuals in community endeavours. For many, the  
place of worship is a focus of collective life, and in 
most communities water also lends itself to collective 
responsibility. Water has so often been an opportunity  
for dialogue – even among parties in conflict – that it has 
played an important role in community building.

Typically, water systems are owned and managed by 
public utilities, though operations may be delegated to 
private companies subject to public regulation. However, 
communal, co-operative management is also an option 
that has been successful in some municipalities. For 
example, low-income communities in Manila in the 
Philippines rely on water provided in bulk at local level. 
This is then distributed to individual households by 
collective arrangements.

Community decision-making, as witnessed in the growth 
of Water User Associations, is particularly important in 
the management of irrigation systems. And in sanitation 
too, the WWDR3 has examples of several initiatives 
dependent on high levels of community involvement. In 
South Asian countries, among others, the Community-
led Total Sanitation (CLTS) movement has had success 
with its model. CLTS relies on local community initiatives, 
appropriate technology, and strong peer-group pressure 
to produce 100 per cent coverage of villages with latrines, 
replacing the prevailing practice of open defecation. In 
different circumstances, the condominial systems of local 
sewerage networks in some Brazilian cities and in Karachi 
depend heavily on community involvement for their 
planning and implementation.

Interdependence
No man is an island, and in an interdependent world, 
people living in water-secure regions are often concerned 
about the impact their consumption patterns have on 
water-stressed regions, where supply and services are 
minimal. Although water is usually a local, national or 
transboundary issue, it has a potential international 
dimension arising mainly from trade and investment 
flows. Goods and services that use water in their 
production (virtual water) can increase water stress in 
the countries that export them. Companies that locate 
in water-stressed areas affect the local situation through 
their water footprint, and consumers in more privileged 
societies sometimes intensify water stresses elsewhere 
through the way they use water. 
(You can monitor your water footprint on the Water 
Footprint Network’s website, www.waterfootprint.org).
Because we are all interdependent, everyone is a water 
stakeholder. Major developments, such as large projects 
or important reforms, should be thoroughly prepared for, 
and in consultation with the main stakeholders. Although 
this may prolong the gestation period for some projects, 
and delay their implementation, the outcomes will be 
more durable and acceptable to all.

Concern for those less fortunate     
The UN statement on the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) is one of the largest and most  
far-reaching international commitments to help deprived 
societies. Since its formulation, it has been the main 
driver and organizing principle of development efforts 
in water, sanitation and other targeted areas. Water 
is also key to reaching MDGs relating to hunger, 
primary education, gender equality, child mortality and 
environmental sustainability . 3 
The MDG declaration calls for a fresh look at the impact 
of conventional development policies on inequality 
and poverty. It has led to fresh research and first-
hand studies on the impact of WSS deficits – which 
disproportionately affect women and children. It has 
also forced development agencies to examine why 
their spending on WSS has stagnated, why there are 
apparently so many obstacles to getting funds at 
local level, and what the best policies, technologies 
and processes are for supplying WSS to poorer areas. 
Looking more widely at water resources management 
and multi-purpose schemes, development agencies need 
to revisit their policies on water storage, in view of future 
needs and the impact of drought and flooding on the 
lives of the poor.
Subsidizing water does not automatically help the poor, 
in fact, subsidies benefit only those fortunate enough to 
be connected. In most rapidly growing cities, the majority 
of poor people are not connected to public services and 
rely on informal water suppliers who charge much more 
than public utilities. Keeping prices low merely starves 
the utility of revenue it could use to expand the network 
to include those currently unserved.

3  The SwedishWater House. 2005. Investing in the Future: Water’s Role in 
Achieving the MDGs. Stockholm, Stockholm International Water Institute 
(SIWI).
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Stewardship of the environment 
To ensure that it is used wisely and efficiently, water has to  
be viewed and managed in a broad and integrated manner.  
The WWDR3 cites many examples where water is used 
unsustainably, leading to the depletion of groundwater aquifers, 
the destruction of wetlands, the shrinking of inland lakes and 
seas, and excessive abstraction from rivers beyond their  
low-flow thresholds.

The discharge of untreated wastewater and industrial effluent is 
causing serious pollution, which is harmful to other users and to  
wildlife and the natural environment. Much of this waste and 
abuse arises from historical attitudes and practices rooted in 
institutions, and from the absence of charges and penalties, as 
well as unrestrained and irresponsible behaviour by water  
users. All stakeholders must recognize the dangers of such 
short-sighted behaviour and work towards reforms that 
enshrine greater respect for the aquatic environment.

Concern for the future  

Water has provided a sustainable platform for growth and 
prosperity in all regions of the world for generations, and this 
capital needs to be replenished for the future.

The WWDR3, subtitle Water in a Changing World, provides 
ample evidence of unsustainable trends in water use. 
Unchecked, these trends will very soon lead to intolerable 
stress, competition for water use, mass migration, and conflict. 
Even where the outcomes are less dramatic, economic costs 
are likely to grow (for transport, treatment and distribution, 
the treatment of wastewater, and the development of new 
sources), along with further deterioration of the natural 
environment.

Although we have a responsibility for the poor and vulnerable 
in our current generation, we must also discharge our duties 
to future populations. We must urgently forestall the costly 
outcomes described above and work to capture the benefits 
of the sustainable use of water. This requires a critical 
examination of the sustainability of our consumption patterns 
and the creation of a legal and economic regime that gives the 
desired signals and incentives to producers and water users. 
We should place a greater emphasis on managing the demand 
for water rather than blindly pursuing options that will increase 
supply.

Water as a human right
The human right to water is founded on the dignity of the 
person. This is part of ‘the right of everyone to an adequate 
standard of living’ as stated in the UN International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Although the precise 
interpretation of this principle varies in important respects, 
few dispute that we all have a basic entitlement to affordable 
and accessible water – specifically for drinking, cooking and 
personal hygiene.
Some people interpret ‘water as a right’ to mean that it should 
be provided free or with a subsidy. But many poor countries 
cannot afford permanent subsidies – which tend to benefit 
the better-off and can encourage unsustainable consumption 
habits. It is often said that water is a gift from God and so 
should not be charged for, but harnessing, processing and 
transporting it for human use and disposing of its waste incurs 
a cost that someone has to pay. For services to be sustainable, 
there must be an element of cost recovery from users and a 
reliable transfer of funds from the state.

The United Nations World Water Development Report 3: Water in a Changing World 
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. 
The World Water Development Report 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.
An accompanying case studies volume, Facing the Challenges, examines the state of water resources and national mechanisms for coping with change in 23 countries and 
numerous small island developing states.
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