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Summary Report 

 

In preparation for the review of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6 (Ensure availability 
and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all), the UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA), together with the Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) organized an expert group meeting (EGM) entitled ‘Insights for the 2026 
High-Level Political Forum – In-depth Review of SDG 6’ in the margins of the High-Level 
Preparatory Meeting in Dakar, convened by the Government of Senegal to contribute to the 
preparations for the 2026 UN Water Conference, which took place from 26 – 27 January 
2026.   

The objective of the EGM was to take stock of progress towards SDG 6 and to identify 
transformative and innovative solutions and partnerships that could accelerate progress 
to deliver on SDG 6 by 2030 and beyond.  Through two expert panels and interactions with 
the audience, concrete recommendations and key messages emerged. 

 

Opening segment 

Ms. Madhushree Chatterjee, Chief of the Natural Resources and Interlinkages Branch, UN 
DESA, opened the meeting by recalling that the EGM forms part of the mandated 
preparations for the 2026 High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) review of SDG 6. SDG 6 will be 
reviewed together with 7, 9, 11, and 17, and the HLPF will also include 36 Voluntary 
National Reviews. (UN DESA is currently undertaking an analysis of how water has been 
reflected in Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), identifying trends, gaps and opportunities 
to strengthen integration across sectors.) 

Pointing to analysis by UN-Water and the custodians of the SDG 6 targets, Ms. Chatterjee 
shared that progress on SDG 6 remains mixed and insufficient. While there has been 
improvement since 2015, 2.2 billion people still lack safely managed drinking water, 3.4 
billion lack safely managed sanitation, and 1.7 billion lack basic hygiene services. 
Environmental indicators, including those related to freshwater ecosystems, continue to 
decline, and progress is not occurring at the pace required to meet the 2030 targets. 
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Ms. Chatterjee observed that environmental degradation has intensified and multilateral 
cooperation has come under increasing strain since the 2023 Water Conference. She 
referred to the stakeholder consultation earlier in the Dakar Conference, where 
participants described the current landscape using terms such as geopolitics, funding 
cuts, youth engagement, innovation, lack of commitment, partnerships, and political 
instability. Against this backdrop, she underscored that the 2026 HLPF presents a critical 
opportunity to reinforce political commitment, elevate SDG 6 within broader development 
processes, and shape momentum toward the 2026 UN Water Conference in Abu Dhabi. 

Water-energy-food-ecosystems nexus 

Water is fundamental to sustaining ecosystem health, biodiversity, economic 
development, and agrifood systems, which are vital to food security, nutrition and 
livelihoods. Mr Lifeng Li, Director of FAO’s Land and Water Division, highlighted that global 
water systems are under unprecedented pressure: water stress is rising, water quality is 
deteriorating, and climate change is accelerating risks. He noted that these challenges are 
interconnected across the water-energy-food-ecosystems nexus, and that agrifood 
systems lie at the center of this nexus, being part of the solution as well as part of the 
challenge.  While agriculture accounts for 72 percent of global freshwater withdrawals, at 
the same time global water demand for food, fiber, and feed could increase 25 percent by 
2050 compared to 2012. Energy systems are also affected, with hydropower, cooling for 
thermal plants, and cleaning of solar panels all relying on water availability. He underlined 
that freshwater ecosystems are among the most degraded on the planet, yet they are key 
for sustaining biodiversity, food security, and livelihoods. For the achievement of SDG 6, he 
noted the importance of data and innovation as key enablers. Geospatial and digital 
monitoring tools are needed for near real-time water management and to support informed 
and timely decision making. Equitable access and secure water tenure is needed for 
women, youth, Indigenous Peoples, and smallholder farmers, who produce 35% of the 
world's food. Governance, coordination, finance, and partnerships are also decisive. 

The moderator of the water-energy-food-ecosystems panel, Ms Rachael McDonnell, 
Deputy Director General-Research for Development, International Water Management 
Institute (IWMI), noted strong momentum from the co-chairs China and Spain under the 
Water for Prosperity dialogue ahead of the UN Water Conference. She asked panelists to 
identify strategic interventions or investments which could accelerate progress on 
achieving SDG6, and which actors can drive these strategic interventions.  

She introduced the panel members: Mr Marco Arcieri, President of the International 
Commission on Irrigation and Drainage (ICID), Mr Eric Oyare, World Wildlife Fund, Africa 



Freshwater Lead, Ms Sindy Mthimkhulu, Executive Director, Incomati and Maputo 
Watercourse Commission (INMACOM), and Ms Betty Chinyamumyamu, World Farmer’s 
Organisation representative and CEO of National Smallholder Farmers Association of 
Malawi. 

All speakers highlighted throughout the discussion that water is fundamental to food 
security, energy systems, ecosystem health, and climate resilience—ultimately supporting 
livelihoods, stability, and shared prosperity. Overall, common threads from the panel 
emerged including breaking down silos, and that solutions must address the 
interconnections between food, water, energy and environmental systems.  It was also 
noted that water governance should span sectors and institutions. Two kinds of 
interventions were highlighted to tackle the nexus: technological solutions (efficient use of 
water in agriculture, use of renewable energy, real‑time water monitoring), as well as 
ecosystem‑restoring and nature‑positive interventions (wetland and river restoration, 
aquifer protection, catchment management).  Across interventions, a call for improved 
and innovative finance, and strengthened governance across sectors and institutions was 
also evident. 

Key recommendations from the panel 

Support technological and innovative solutions to increase water efficiency 

- Strengthen water data systems, including through geospatial and digital monitoring 
tools for near real-time water management to support real time water management. 

- Scale wastewater treatment, and reuse using circular economy approaches, 
desalination, to ensure efficiencies and to take advantage of new technologies to 
conserve water resources. 

- Expand solar‑powered irrigation and agrivoltaics. 
- Implement irrigation scheduling and modernized infrastructure to maximize 

water‑use efficiency in agriculture. 
- Adopt low‑cost, community‑managed nature‑based solutions (NBS) and 

water‑harvesting systems. 

Restore, protect, and sustainably use freshwater ecosystems 

- Invest in restoration and conservation of rivers, wetlands, and watersheds to 
reverse the loss of freshwater biodiversity and enhance sustainable water 
management. 



- Guarantee environmental flows to sustain ecosystem services including water 
regulation, food production, energy reliability and climate resilience. 

- Strengthen river basin institutions to support resilient and integrated water 
governance. 

- Integrate ecosystem-based approaches and aquifer protection into core planning 
and infrastructure investments. 

Strengthen water finance 

- Bring long‑term private capital into the sector by reducing fragmentation and 
shifting from grey‑infrastructure‑only models. 

- Use concessional and blended finance to de‑risk investments and unlock scale. 
- Promote public-private partnership and develop bankable projects for sustainable 

water management, tailored to the particular context and with clear investment 
plans. 

Strengthen inclusive water governance across sectors  

- Enhance equitable water access and use. Include farmers, who are major water 
users, in water governance and systems design to reflect food‑water‑energy 
interdependencies. 

 Support local communities, farmers, and rural livelihoods  

- Scale farmer‑led, decentralized water infrastructure powered by renewables, 
enabling year‑round production. 

- Invest in watershed and catchment management as economic infrastructure, 
reducing hydrological risk and stabilizing flows. 

Panel on safe drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) 

Mr. Federico Properzi, UN-Water Chief Technical Adviser, moderated the panel on safe 
drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH), guiding a discussion that examined 
governance, human rights, gender equality, and accountability as central determinants of 
progress on SDG 6. 

Panelists were Ms. Sareen Malik, Executive Secretary of the African Civil Society Network 
for Water and Sanitation (ANEW); Mr. Pedro Arrojo-Agudo, UN Special Rapporteur on the 
human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation; Mr. Seni Diene, Director General of the 



National Sanitation Office of Senegal;  and Ms. Seemin Qayum, Acting Chief of the 
Economic Empowerment Section at UN Women.   

The panelists shared perspectives on WASH based on their experiences, and several 
common themes emerged. They  emphasized that weak governance and a lack of 
accountability and political will can undermine progress on the provision of WASH 
services. Investments and infrastructure development should be designed in an inclusive 
manner, to ensure community buy-in and ownership.  

Panelists asserted that access to WASH services is a fundamental human right and that 
the two billion people lacking safe drinking water are often not served by market 
incentives. Governments must take a central role to guarantee universal access, including 
through local water management legislation, which can reinforce rights-based and 
community-centered approaches. 

The gender dimension of WASH took center stage, as panelists noted that one billion 
women lack safely managed drinking water, and that women and girls are responsible for 
water collection in approximately 70 percent of households globally yet remain 
underrepresented in decision-making. Panelists observed that SDG 6 currently lacks 
gender-specific indicators, and that gender mainstreaming in water governance 
frameworks has weakened in recent years.  

Panelists also emphasized the links between human wellbeing and ecosystem health, with 
one participant calling for “making peace with rivers.” In this context, panelists highlighted 
the importance of strengthening Indigenous water rights and water tenure systems as well 
as the role of women in water stewardship, particularly in Indigenous and rural 
communities. 

Key recommendations from the panel 

Strengthen governance and accountability 

- Reinforce oversight mechanisms and public financial accountability to ensure that 
water and sanitation investments reach intended communities. 

- Address governance failures that undermine service delivery and prioritize 
transparency in resource allocation. 

Affirm water and sanitation as human rights obligations 



- Reinforce the responsibility of governments to guarantee universal access to safe 
drinking water and sanitation, particularly for marginalized, Indigenous and rural 
communities. 

- Strengthen community management models and secure water tenure rights. 

Embed gender in SDG 6 implementation 

- Integrate gender-responsive planning and budgeting in WASH strategies. 

- Promote women’s equal participation and leadership in water governance. 

- Recognize  and redistribute unpaid care work related to water collection and 
household water management. 

Invest in gender-disaggregated data and inclusive indicators 

- Improve measurement frameworks by incorporating sex-disaggregated data and 
addressing gender gaps in monitoring systems, including menstrual hygiene 
management and women’s participation in policymaking. 

Protect and restore freshwater ecosystems (SDG 6.6) 

- Ensure that ecosystem protection and restoration are integrated across WASH and 
broader water discussions, recognizing that healthy freshwater systems are 
foundational to sustainable service delivery and climate resilience. 

 

Closing session 

 

Mr. Bruce Gordon, Vice-Chair of UN-Water and Unit Head of Water, Sanitation, Hygiene 
and Health at WHO, noted that UN-Water will present a ten-year synthesis report on SDG 6 
at the 2026 HLPF. He emphasized that SDG 6 has catalyzed a comprehensive global effort 
to improve water and sanitation governance, data systems and policy integration, and that 
the upcoming review provides an opportunity to assess achievements and identify priority 
areas for accelerated action. 

Ms. Stephanie Rambler, Senior Sustainable Development Officer, UN DESA, closed the 
event by thanking the speakers and participants for their substantive contributions. She 
underscored that the meeting marked the beginning of an important preparatory process 



toward the 2026 HLPF review of SDG 6. She encouraged continued engagement in the 
lead-up to the HLPF and invited participants to submit additional inputs and reflections to 
inform the forthcoming synthesis and analytical reports, emphasizing the value of 
sustained dialogue and collaboration in strengthening the global water agenda. 


