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23rd March 2023
Dear Secretary General,

Urgent call for greater accountability, rigor, and ambition in the outcomes of the United
Nations 2023 Water Conference and the Water Action Agenda

We write to express our grave concern that without your decisive action, the UN Water
Conference 2023 and the Water Action Agenda will fail to secure the more just, resilient, and
sustainable water future that the world so urgently needs. Humanity faces massive and
unprecedented climate-induced disruption to global water systems, and progress on delivering
the water-related Sustainable Development Goals is shamefully inadequate. As a result, half of
the global population face water stress by 2025, many millions of people, particularly women
and girls, are locked into a life of ill-health and lost opportunity, and the catastrophic loss of
ecosystems gains pace. We urge you to demonstrate bold leadership to dramatically raise the
level of accountability, rigor and ambition within the Conference outcomes to reflect the gravity
and urgency of our global water challenges.

As representatives of civil society, water users, water managers and the research community we
work at the front line of the water crisis to realize the human rights to water and sanitation and
good water governance. We understand the historical significance of this week’s endeavors, as
well as the factors that determine successful interventions on water. We therefore appeal to you
to take immediate steps to strengthen the impact of the Conference and Water Action Agenda
by prioritizing:
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Accountability: Over 600 voluntary commitments have been submitted to the Water
Action Agenda. We fear that their disparate and uncoordinated nature will further
fracture an already fragmented sector and occupy political space on water without
unlocking substantive progress. As voluntary commitments, they are likely to suffer from
woefully low levels of accountability which will conspire against effective delivery.
Instead, coming out of this Conference and going forward, we need to see binding
agreements, cohesive action and transparent reporting from world governments, the
business community, and financial institutions alongside greater levels of targeted aid,
financial and policy reform to address the systemic failures which perpetuate water
insecurity, unsustainable water use and inadequate access to WASH. Without
accountability for systemic change at its core, the Water Action Agenda risks irrelevance.

Rigor: Action must be based on reliable knowledge, evidence of what works, and the
lessons of the past four decades of effort. It should also be informed by the realities and
voices of those most affected. Inputs to the Conference and the preparatory process
could have benefited from formal systematic review of evidence on the bottlenecks and
opportunities for delivering each of the SDG6 targets, and inclusive engagement with the
most water insecure communities. Just as action on climate is informed by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the water crisis warrants its own scientific
panel / commission to review progress, resolve controversies and channel rigorous
evidence to decision makers, alongside mechanisms which enable transparent and
genuine inclusion of lay and science perspectives.

Ambition: This unique opportunity to reset our water management paradigm must be
seized to address the root causes of the water crisis and to establish the institutional
arrangements needed for progress. The Conference must set in train action to establish
a new transnational water governance regime to set ground rules, arbitrate fair water
use, and to bolster authority, transparency, accountability and participation at regional,
national, and local scales. In addition to a new United Nations’ water envoy, a UN
Convention on Sustainable and Equitable Water Use or ‘Just Water Treaty’ would
backstop political prioritization, nurture civic space, and enforce accountability for water.

Now is the time to embed these imperatives and so secure an impactful legacy for this historic
conference for a fair and secure water future for all of humanity. We stand ready to work with
you, and all stakeholders to make sure that this opportunity is not lost.

Yours sincerely,

Representatives of global civil society, water users and the academic community working
for safe WASH and water security listed below:
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