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     Summary 

       The present paper was prepared pursuant to paragraph 9(e) of UN General Assembly resolution 78/327, 

in which the Assembly requested the Secretary-General of the 2026 United Nations Water Conference to 

Accelerate the Implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 6: Ensure availability and sustainable 

management of water and sanitation for all to prepare concept papers on each of the themes of the interactive 

dialogues. The present paper concerns interactive dialogue (c) on “Water for planet: climate, biodiversity, 

desertification, environment, source to sea, resilience and disaster risk reduction ”. This paper presents status 

and trends, challenges and emerging issues, solution and recommendations for protecting freshwater 

ecosystems, strengthening hydrological resilience and aligning water action across climate, biodiversity, 

land and disaster risk frameworks.  
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I. Introduction 

1. This Interactive Dialogue focuses on accelerating progress on water and sanitation while simultaneously 

safeguarding and enhancing global natural systems, including the global water cycle itself. Achieving these 

objectives will require coordinated action, strengthened governance, and large-scale and targeted investment. 

With only a few years remaining to implement the 2030 Agenda and being in the final years of the Water Action 

Decade (2018-2028), the 2026 conference must focus on implementation and measurable progress.  

2. This Interactive Dialogue aims to demonstrate that practical pathways exist to transform water management, 

restore freshwater ecosystems, and strengthen resilience to water-related risks. The solutions and 

recommendations in this paper underscore the need to align, scale, and implement these pathways with greater 

speed, coherence, and ambition, to accelerate coordinated global action on water and sanitation in support of 

international agreements and planetary resilience.  

3. Why water matters in global natural systems 

a. Water connects the planetary system. From source to sea, water links atmospheric, terrestrial, and 

marine ecosystems, supporting biodiversity, climate regulation, carbon storage, disaster resilience, and 

human wellbeing. Decisions affecting any part of the hydrological cycle have cascading effects across 

others. 

b. Healthy water systems underpin climate stability, resilience 1 , biodiversity and ultimately 

socioeconomic development. Freshwater ecosystems support food and energy security, public health, 

resilience, human settlements, and economic growth. Conversely, degraded water systems amplify 

greenhouse gas emissions, damage biodiversity, heighten public health risks and increase vulnerability 

to climate extremes. These impacts fall disproportionately on vulnerable communities, including 

women and children, the elderly, indigenous peoples, smallholder farmers, and at-risk population 

groups, exacerbating existing inequalities. 

c. The global water cycle is increasingly disrupted, affecting surface and groundwater, the cryosphere, 

soil moisture, and the biodiversity they support. The drivers, including accelerating climate change, 

unsustainable water management, land use change, and population growth are mutually reinforcing. 

Together, they are intensifying the consequences, such as greater hydrological variability, with more 

frequent and severe water-related disasters, including floods, droughts and storms, accelerating 

groundwater depletion, widespread pollution, ecosystem loss across terrestrial and aquatic 

environments, and melting of the cryosphere. 

d. Water systems actively shape climate outcomes. Hydrological processes regulate carbon fluxes in 

soils and vegetation, influence temperature regulation through land–water interactions, and mediate 

greenhouse gas emissions from wetlands and groundwater dependent ecosystems. Water is also a 

necessary input to many clean energy and climate mitigation measures2. Recognizing water as both a 

climate sensitive resource and a determinant of climate outcomes strengthens the alignment of water 

governance with climate mitigation and adaptation goals under the Paris Agreement. 

e. Current water usage patterns create global risk. Withdrawals and pollution of surface water, 

groundwater and degradation of soil moisture conditions are expanding, undermining ecosystem 

function, biogeochemical stability, and the resilience of socio–ecological systems3. Upholding the 

Human Right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment rests on the need to safeguard water 

resilience, biodiversity protection, and intergenerational equity, while impacting other rights, such as 

the right to safe drinking water. 

f. Implementation gaps persist despite major global commitments. The final stretch of the Water 

Action Decade (2018–2028) demands accelerated and measurable action consistent with the vision of 

the Rio Conventions on climate change, biodiversity, and desertification, as well as strengthened 

synergies with Disaster Risk Reduction approaches such as the Sendai Framework, to overcome 

__________________ 

1 Resilience refers to the ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate, adapt 

to, transform and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the preservation a nd 

restoration of its essential basic structures and functions through risk management. Source: General Assembly resolution 

71/276; and A/71/644 
2 UN-Water (2024), UN-Water Analytical Brief on Water for Climate Mitigation. Geneva, Switzerland 
3  Porkka, M., Virkki, V., Wang-Erlandsson, L. et al. Notable shifts beyond pre-industrial streamflow and soil moisture 

conditions transgress the planetary boundary for freshwater change.  Nat Water 2, 262–273 (2024). 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44221-024-00208-7 
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persistent fragmentation across implementation, finance and accountability mechanisms. The 2026 

conference is a critical moment to consolidate positions on how to operationalize coherence across 

these water relevant conventions. 

g. Multi-level systemic governance and basin scale cooperation are central to achieving lasting 

results. With 153 countries sharing transboundary waters, including critical transboundary aquifers4, 

effective cooperation through joint planning, data exchange, risk management, legal and institutional 

frameworks and coordinated implementation are essential to ensure equitable and resilient outcomes 

for people and nature.  

h. Large-scale investments in water for the planet are urgently required to strengthen climate 

resilience. Hydrological systems, ecosystems and their biodiversity underpin essential services and 

should be recognized as critical natural assets that must be actively safeguarded and maintained through 

sustained, large-scale investment. 

4. This paper is to be read in conjunction with the other five concept papers prepared for the interactive dialogues 

of the 2026 UN Water Conference. 

 

 

 

 

 

II. STATUS AND TRENDS  
5. Climate-driven disruption of hydrological systems: While healthy and connected hydrological systems are 

essential for buffering climate related hazards, climate change, environmental degradation, and rising water 

demand are intensifying stress on the hydrological cycle. Altered precipitation, increased evaporation, and more 

frequent droughts and floods disrupt groundwater recharge, flow regimes, and moisture recycling. These changes 

accelerate desertification, biodiversity loss, and land degradation, weakening natural climate regulation creating 

a feedback loop that exacerbates climate change and undermines adaptation strategies. 

Trend:  Increasing hydrological variability and declining capacity of natural systems to regulate water, buffer 

climate extremes, and support adaptation. 

6. Degradation of freshwater systems: Human activities, poor management of water and unsustainable 

environmental resource use have led to a steady decline in both the quantity and quality of freshwater. Over 

abstraction, pollution, and ineffective land and water management practices have degraded rivers, lakes, 

aquifers, wetlands, and the interconnected soil-water systems. 

Trend: Continued depletion and degradation of natural freshwater ecosystems and declining capacity to sustain 

water availability, water quality, and ecosystem services. 

7. Pollution and untreated wastewater disposal undermining freshwater quality: Freshwater quality is 

deteriorating, in part, due to deficient sanitation systems, inadequate wastewater treatment and diffuse and point-

source pollution from agriculture, mining and industrial runoff. The resulting increases in nutrient loads, 

pathogens, and chemical pollutants, undermine ecosystem functioning and the natural self-purification capacity 

of water bodies.  

Trend: Rising contamination pressures and declining freshwater quality. 

8. Growing need for integrated and adaptative approaches: Because water challenges are systemic and 

dynamic, integrated approaches such as Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), the Water-Energy-

Food-Ecosystems (WEFE), Water-Health Nexus, and Source to Sea frameworks are increasingly necessary to 

balance competing pressures and maintain ecosystem functions. Yet their uptake remains far too slow.  Realizing 

their potential will require combining these approaches with adaptive planning and management, and stronger 

coherence between top-down policies and bottom-up action, to respond effectively to accelerating change. 

Trend: Growing recognition of integrated and adaptive water management approaches, but implementation 

remains fragmented and insufficient to address accelerating systemic risks. 

9. Increasing exposure to water-related hazards: Continued degradation of terrestrial water ecosystems is 

weakening their ability to absorb, store, and discharge water in ways that support resilience, increasing the 

frequency of water-related hazards. Although multi-hazard early warning systems have expanded significantly 

__________________ 

4 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (2025). The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2025. New 

York 
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since 2015, reaching 60% (119 countries) in 20245, this progress has not kept pace with the increasing frequency 

and severity of floods, droughts, and compound water-related hazards, which reveal persistent gaps in 

hydrological monitoring, forecasting, preparedness and response. Where exposure is increasing, infrastructure 

may not be suited to the level of risk, and recovery systems remain weak. Water-related disasters are driving 

escalating human, economic, and ecological losses. Vulnerability is disproportionately concentrated in informal 

settlements, floodplains, drylands, mountains and coastal areas, and fragile ecosystems, where weak 

infrastructure and limited preparedness can amplify disaster impacts. This highlights the growing need for 

integrated drought and flood management approaches, risk-informed infrastructure planning and increased 

recovery capacity. 

Trend: Escalating water-related hazards outpacing investments in resilience, preparedness, and adaptive water 

management. 

10. Limited scaling of nature-based and hybrid solutions: Nature-based and hybrid solutions such as wetland 

restoration, watershed protection, managed aquifer recharge, and urban green infrastructure have demonstrated 

their effectiveness in improving water quality, enhancing infiltration, restoring hydrological connectivity, and 

reducing water-related disaster risks. Despite being generally lower cost, financing and implementation are not 

geared towards the longer time frames needed for nature-based solutions, so investments remain predominantly 

directed toward grey infrastructures. 

Trend: Growing recognition of nature-based and hybrid solutions, but investments and implementation continue 

to lag behind restoration and resilience needs. 

11. Stalling progress on environment-related water targets: While there has been steady progress on many key 

SDG 6 targets6, progress toward environment-related SDG 6 targets is slowing or regressing, despite the 

accelerating urgency of the Water Action Decade (2018–2028). Progress since the 2023 UN Water Conference 

remains insufficient to meet the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the Paris Agreement (2015), the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (2015–2030), and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 

Framework (KMGBF), particularly with regard to mobilizing and aligning finance. 

Trend: Deteriorating global freshwater conditions and limited progress in restoring water system balance despite 

existing international commitments and frameworks. 

12. Persistent data and monitoring gaps: Despite some improvements in freshwater and ecosystem data 

generation, major gaps remain in understanding local hydrological conditions, groundwater status, and moisture 

recycling. Many countries lack integrated monitoring and forecasting capabilities necessary to anticipate floods, 

droughts, and scarcity. Advances in satellite observations, digital hydrology, citizen science and AI provide new 

opportunities, but access to these tools remains uneven, while new data sources and Indigenous knowledge are 

not fully recognized and utilized. 

Trend: Expanding technological capacity with persistent disparities in monitoring, forecasting and managing 

hydrological systems. 

13. Rising global attention but insufficient political will or action to protect and restore natural systems: Water 

is gaining prominence in global governance frameworks, with increasing recognition of its role in climate, 

biodiversity, and resilience agendas. However, political and financial commitments remain insufficient to 

reverse the degradation of hydrological systems or to restore the natural processes essential for sustaining long-

term water security. 

Trend: Growing political recognition of water's importance, but implementation and investment remain 

insufficient to reverse the degradation of hydrological systems. 

 

 

 

 

 

III. CHALLENGES AND EMERGING ISSUES  
14. A core issue emerging from recent global discussions, including the UN 2023 Water Conference and the Dakar 

dialogues, is the chronic undervaluing of the hydrological cycle as a cornerstone to planetary health. Although 

water underpins human wellbeing, economic development and ecosystem stability, policy and investment 

__________________ 

5 United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) and World Meteorological Organization (WMO), 2025. Global 

Status of Multi-Hazard Early Warning Systems. Geneva, Switzerland.  
6 See https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal6  
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decisions fail to reflect its true value, contributing to accelerating, and, in some cases, irreversible damage to 

natural ecosystems and the hydrological processes they support.  

15. Despite growing recognition of their importance, governance and financing structures remain fragmented, and 

water is still insufficiently recognized as both an organizing and operating principle in implementing 

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs), including Rio Conventions and other intergovernmental 

frameworks. This limits coherent governance, financing, and accountability across climate, biodiversity, disaster 

risk reduction and development agendas.  

16. Voluntary and non-binding commitments, often lacking adequate financing, measurable targets, and 

accountability, have yielded uneven progress and fall short of what is needed to safeguard natural water systems 

and address intensifying water insecurity. Bridging the gap between recognition and implementation requires 

stronger multilateral mechanisms with clear guidance, meaningful incentives, robust accountability, predictable 

financing, and improved assessment, and governance of natural ecosystems and hydrological systems.  

 

Confronting deepening uncertainty in water ecosystems and the hydrological cycle  

17. Historical hydrological patterns are no longer reliable for planning. Climate change is driving increasingly erratic 

floods, droughts, glacier melt, shifting rainfall patterns, and sea level rise, all of which strain the limits of 

conventional management, infrastructure, and ecosystems. Strengthening system level resilience requires 

treating ecosystems as core infrastructure while closing gaps in hydrological monitoring, data integration, 

forecasting, and multi-hazard early warning, and advancing integrated drought and flood management 

approaches to address increasing hydrological variability and extremes. Translating hydrological knowledge into 

practical tools is essential to meet human and environmental needs under growing climatic uncertainty. Scaled 

nature-based solutions and traditional and Indigenous practices can offer critical pathways for adaptation.  

 

Overcoming fragmentation and building inclusive, intergenerational resilience  

18. Despite the interconnectedness of water, governance systems remain siloed, constraining the effectiveness of 

climate action and nature-based solutions. Coherent action across institutions, sectors, and scales remains 

difficult to achieve. Priority should be given to strengthening, connecting and scaling existing mechanisms 

within a more coherent global architecture that reduces duplication, closes implementation gaps, and provides 

continuity beyond 2030. Inclusive governance, including addressing the frequent exclusion of women, youth 

and Indigenous people from decision-making, is essential. Around 15% of countries lack gender mainstreaming 

mechanisms7, while Indigenous people hold proven, place-based knowledge systems models for sustaining 

natural ecosystems. Without inclusive governance frameworks, resilience efforts risk being fragmented, 

inequitable, and short-lived.  

 

Managing escalating water demand from rapid technological advancement  

19. Rapid technological growth and urbanization are increasing pressure on natural water systems. High-tech 

industries, especially data centers, semiconductor production, and digital energy infrastructure, require 

substantial volumes of freshwater. As these sectors expand, their withdrawals increasingly could compete with 

the needs of households, agriculture, industries, and ecosystems. In arid regions already facing overextraction 

or declining freshwater resources, additional demand from technology infrastructure can accelerate aquifer 

depletion, reduce river baseflows, and diminish the resilience of freshwater ecosystems. Without careful 

management, this trajectory risks exceeding hydrological limits and deepening inequities in water access. 

Sustainability requires integrating water efficient design, closed loop and recycled water systems, and basin-

wide permitting so that innovation proceeds without undermining the health and stability of natural water 

resources.  

 

Scaling unconventional water supplies without compromising ecosystems  

20. Wastewater reuse, desalination, and other unconventional supply options are expanding rapidly to address 

scarcity. To ensure their full benefits materialize, these technologies need to be implemented with adequate 

social and ecological safeguards to avoid negative impacts on ecosystems and human wellbeing, especially when 

return flows alter water quality, temperature, or nutrient balances. Scaling such solutions responsibly means 

ensuring they reinforce, rather than undermine climate, ecosystem and community resilience. Context 

__________________ 

7 UNEP-DHI, GWP and UN Women, 2025. Mainstreaming gender equality in water resources management: Global status and 7 

pathways to progress. Available at policy-brief-mainstreaming-gender-equality-in-water-resources-management-en.pdf 

https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/policy-brief-mainstreaming-gender-equality-in-water-resources-management-en.pdf
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appropriate alternatives should always be evaluated first, and all interventions must be grounded in a clear 

understanding of impacts on people and nature.  

 

Strengthening an environmentally conscious water workforce across sectors 

21. Managing growing water scarcity requires a workforce capable of making informed decisions well beyond the 

water sector alone. Most consequential impacts on water resources stem from decisions made in agriculture, 

energy, urban development, tourism, industry, finance, and trade, where water considerations are often 

insufficiently understood or integrated. As water becomes increasingly scarce, this skills gap heightens risks to 

ecosystems, economies, and social stability. Addressing this challenge requires raising water literacy across the 

broader workforce, integrating water risks into professional training and education, and embedding water 

considerations into routine planning and investment decisions. Attention should be given to recognizing the 

knowledge, leadership, and stewardship roles of women and indigenous peoples. Shifting decision-making 

approaches outside the water sector is essential to align development pathways with water security and long-term 

resilience. 

 

Addressing the undervaluation of freshwater ecosystems driving hydrological cycle disruption and 

ecosystem loss 

22. Undervaluing water reduces it to a short-term economic input, driving decisions that intensify pressure on the 

hydrological cycle and accelerate degradation of freshwater ecosystems. Integrating the true ecological value of 

water and the life-supporting services provided by watersheds, aquifers, forests, and wetlands into national 

planning and investment is essential to halt cumulative environmental damage and strengthen the planet’s 

capacity to withstand escalating climate and environmental pressures. Addressing the undervaluation of water 

in ecosystem functioning is an essential first step in proper valuation of water. 

 

Halting land degradation and desertification to protect water sustainability and ecosystem resilience 

23. Land and ecosystem degradation and desertification are planetary-scale threats to water sustainability because 

they disrupt the land’s ability to capture, store, filter, and release water through the hydrological cycle. As soils 

lose organic matter and structure, and vegetation cover declines, rainfall is increasingly converted to rapid runoff, 

rather than being retained within the landscape. This accelerates erosion, increases sediment loads and pollution 

in waterways, degrades freshwater habitats and reduces the reliability and capacity of reservoirs and other water 

infrastructure as we well as aquifer systems. As degradation spreads, hotter and barer land surfaces intensify 

aridity and drought impacts, creating self-reinforcing feedback mechanisms that push landscapes toward 

desertification and weaken long-term water security for both ecosystems and planetary water cycles, 

undermining the resilience of communities that depend on it. 

 

International finance commitments remain far below what is needed for freshwater resilience  

24. Although many global pledges aim to advance sustainable water management particularly in the Global South, 

current financing falls well short of what is required. Even when funds are mobilized, they often fail to reach the 

watersheds, aquifers, wetlands, and communities where they would have the greatest impact. As a result, nature-

based solutions, ecosystem restoration, and integrated water resources management remain underfunded. This 

leaves national systems and ecosystems more vulnerable to climate shocks, slowing progress toward planetary 

health and sustainable development.  

 

 

 

 

 

IV. SOLUTIONS  
25. The solutions below outline practical pathways to help countries move urgently from fragmented and reactive 

water management toward coordinated action, across sectors, basins, and national economics, that protect 

hydrological systems and advance water for the planet objectives. These solutions focus on strengthening 

hydrological monitoring and early warning systems, improving scientific understanding, restoring freshwater 
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ecosystems, ensuring healthy hydrological systems, increasing the resilience of water supply and sanitation 

systems, mainstreaming water in policy processes, and enabling implementation through governance, finance, 

and international cooperation. Many of the approaches already applied show that progress is possible when 

knowledge, institutions, and investments are aligned. These approaches need to be scaled up to keep pace with 

the accelerating disruption of the global hydrological system. The highlighted initiatives illustrate internationally 

supported approaches but are only examples of broader efforts by governments, international organizations, 

research institutions, civil society, and local communities. 

26. Capacity development underpins all solutions by strengthening technical, institutional, and human capacities 

needed for implementation and scale. Building skills, institutions, and coordination mechanisms are essential to 

translate knowledge and commitments into sustained action and ensure the long‑term effectiveness of the 

solutions. 

 

Strengthen hydrological monitoring and end-to-end multi-hazard early warning systems  

27. As climate change alters rainfall patterns, accelerates glacier melting, and increases the frequency and intensity 

of floods and droughts, strengthening hydrological monitoring and multi-hazard early warning systems 

(MHEWS) allows governments to move from responding to water-related hazards toward anticipating and 

reducing risks. Investments in national hydrometeorological services, monitoring networks, national water 

analysis capacity (including through innovative approaches such as isotope tracers), remote sensing, and 

forecasting tools can improve preparedness by providing timely information on rainfall, river flows, groundwater 

levels, soil moisture, water quality, and ecosystem conditions, while integrating ground observations with 

satellite data and modelling tools. Combined with effective governance, communication systems and data-

sharing arrangements, these capabilities support integrated drought and flood management, risk-informed 

decision-making, and coordinated action across river basins. They also inform the planning, design, and 

operation of resilient water infrastructure capable of withstanding future climate and water-related risks. 

Capacity development, knowledge exchange, inclusive governance processes and partnerships between 

scientific institutions, basin organizations, and disaster management authorities ensure that data are translated 

into operational forecasting and early warning systems that effectively inform management response actions.  

28. The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-20308 provides a framework for preventing and 

reducing existing disaster risks and strengthening resilience. The Early Warnings for All9 -initiative, co-led by 

WMO, UNDRR, ITU and IFRC, aims to ensure that every person on Earth is protected by early warning systems 

by 2027. National road maps developed under this initiative support countries in strengthening 

hydrometeorological monitoring networks, improving forecasting capacity, and expanding communication 

systems that enable communities to act before disasters strike. These systems demonstrate that anticipatory water 

risk management can significantly reduce the impacts of floods and droughts if monitoring networks and 

forecasting capabilities are strengthened and sustained. The High-level Experts and Leaders Panel on Water and 

Disasters (HELP)10 aims to mobilize political will and resources to address the issues of water and disasters. 

 

Turn water and ecosystem data into decision tools  

29. A growing body of water and ecosystem data already exists, but much of this information remains fragmented 

across institutions or difficult to translate into decisions. Many countries struggle to monitor dynamic changes 

in water systems and freshwater ecosystems, and the data they collect are often hard to interpret and use for 

making informed decisions. Governments and basin authorities therefore need integrated systems that convert 

monitoring data into actionable information for national water planning, infrastructure planning, freshwater 

ecosystem protection, and climate change adaptation, while supporting basin-wide management approaches that 

recognize and address the interdependencies and cumulative impacts of water-related decisions across entire 

river basins. Governments can operationalize this by establishing national water analysis capacity along with 

data and information systems, adopting shared data standards across institutions, integrating basin modelling 

tools into planning and regulatory processes, and embedding water-related information into broader 

environmental datasets, for example on biodiversity, soil health and greenhouse gas emissions.  

30. Developing basin, catchment and aquifer level information platforms that combine hydrological data, water 

quality data, freshwater ecosystem indicators and condition, and climate information can help decision makers 

understand water availability, ecosystem health, and emerging risks. Modelling systems can help assess how 

__________________ 

8  Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030. See: https://www.undrr.org/publication/sendai-framework-

disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030  
9Early Warnings for all. See: https://earlywarningsforall.org/site/early-warnings-all  
10 High-Level Experts and Leaders Panel on Water and Disasters (HELP). See: https://www.wateranddisaster.org/  

https://www.undrr.org/publication/sendai-framework-disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030
https://www.undrr.org/publication/sendai-framework-disaster-risk-reduction-2015-2030
https://earlywarningsforall.org/site/early-warnings-all
https://www.wateranddisaster.org/
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infrastructure projects, land use changes, or policy choices affect water flows, groundwater recharge, ecosystem 

condition, and flood or drought risks. Expanding water quality monitoring and adopting shared data standards 

can improve coordination across sectors and countries11. When water information systems are integrated across 

institutions and sectors, they enable governments to align national water allocation, infrastructure development, 

and land use planning with the long-term stability of freshwater ecosystems and hydrological systems. 

Monitoring freshwater ecosystems through SDG indicator 6.6.1 provides an important global mechanism for 

tracking changes in the extent of wetlands including rivers and lakes, and groundwater systems. Several tools 

and frameworks for monitoring water and ecosystem related data already exist such as Aquastat12, HydroSOS13, 

GEO-Wetlands Initiative14 , WISER15, and annual State of Global Water Resources Reports16. These could be 

further improved as contextualized decision-support tools. 

 

Advance protection and restoration of freshwater ecosystems  

31. Healthy freshwater ecosystems regulate the water cycle and support climate resilience, biodiversity, and human 

wellbeing. Wetlands, including rivers, floodplains, forests, peatlands, as well as glaciers depending on their 

biophysical and local context play important roles in storing water, filtering pollutants, and reducing the impacts 

of floods and droughts.  

32. Climate-resilient restoration can recover water storage and ecosystem function where degradation has occurred. 

Governments can identify priority ecosystems that play a critical role in maintaining regional hydrological 

stability and support long term restoration programmes that restore rivers, floodplains and other wetlands, 

building on ecosystems condition metrics, such as the IUCN Red List of Ecosystems17. These efforts can be 

supported through national ecosystem restoration strategies, basin level conservation planning, and financing 

mechanisms such as Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) that reward watershed protection and sustainable 

land management. Protecting these ecosystems, implementing nature-based solutions and hybrid solutions, and 

integrating natural and built infrastructure also strengthen natural infrastructure that stores water, moderate 

climate extremes, and supports biodiversity across landscapes and river basins.  

33. 56 per cent of countries’ Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) refer to ecosystem restoration, 

afforestation and/or reforestation18, and these activities can be further incorporated to NDCs with the help of 

tools, guidelines and coordinated support. The Freshwater Challenge is mobilizing governments and 

organizations to protect and restore freshwater ecosystems at scale. Commitments under this initiative support 

the restoration of rivers, wetlands, and floodplains while contributing to biodiversity and 

climate objectives. Meanwhile, other international frameworks, including the Convention on Wetlands’ 

Strategic Plan 19 , the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and the UNCCD promote 

related objectives for the protection and restoration of inland waters and ecosystems. To avoid fragmentation, 

coordinated action is essential both across national policies and international commitments to safeguard 

freshwater ecosystems and address land degradation.  

 

Maintain river connectivity and water quality from source to sea  

34. Healthy water systems depend on connected rivers and clean water flowing from headwaters to coasts. River 

fragmentation, pollution, and altered flow regimes can disrupt ecosystems and weaken the resilience of entire 

watersheds. Maintaining hydrological and ecological connectivity is critical for sustaining sediment transport, 

fisheries, coastal ecosystems, and the long-term stability and resilience of hydrological systems on which 

societies and economies depend.  

35. Ensuring that rivers receive sufficient water to maintain more natural flow patterns can sustain ecosystems and 

services, including fisheries. Removing or redesigning barriers can reconnect rivers with floodplains and restore 

__________________ 

11 The IAEA’s Global Water Analysis Laboratory (GloWAL) Network provides a practical example of this approach  
12 FAO AQUASTAT Dissemination System. See: https://data.apps.fao.org/aquastat/?lang=en  
13 WMO HydroSOS. See: https://wmo.int/activities/hydrosos  
14 Convention on Wetlands, GEO-Wetlands, available at: https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/activities/geo-wetlands 
15 IAEA, Wiser 2.6.8 available at: https://nucleus.iaea.org/wiser/explore/  
16 WMO State of Global Water Resources Report. See: https://wmo.int/publication -series/state-of-global-water-resources 
17  The IUCN Red List of Ecosystems is a tool to assess the conservation status of ecosystems , available at: 

https://iucn.org/resources/conservation-tool/iucn-red-list-ecosystems  
18 UNFCCC, 2023. 2023 NDC Synthesis Report | UNFCCC. FCCC/PA/CMA/2023/12. https://unfccc.int/ndc-synthesis-report-

2023 
19 Convention on Wetlands (2025) Global Wetland Outlook 2025: Valuing, conserving, restoring and financing wetlands. 
Gland, Switzerland. 

https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/activities/geo-wetlands
https://iucn.org/resources/conservation-tool/iucn-red-list-ecosystems
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and maintain environmental flows and sediment transport. Reducing pollution loads from wastewater, 

agriculture, and industry can improve freshwater quality. Coordinated water resources management and land use 

from headwaters to coasts can support integrated source-to-sea approaches. Implementing these approaches 

requires coordination between river basin authorities, coastal management agencies, farmers, industries, and 

land use planners to ensure that freshwater quality, sediment flows, and ecosystem connectivity are addressed 

across the entire watershed.  

36. Existing platforms promoting a source-to-sea approach include the intergovernmental Global Programme of 

Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) and UNEP Regional 

Seas programmes, as well as the multi-stakeholder Action Platform for Source-to-Sea Management (S2S 

Platform) 20 . These initiatives develop and disseminate guidance material for implementing Source-to-Sea 

approaches21. The World Day for Glaciers in 2025 and the 2025 International Year of Glaciers’ Preservation22 

raised awareness and promoted action to protect glaciers, and the UN Decade of Action for Cryospheric Sciences 

(2025-2034)23 aims to enhance research and action to protect Earth's frozen regions. 

 

Strengthen ecosystem- and climate-based water governance and basin coordination  

37. Water basins cross political boundaries and connect multiple sectors of the economy. Effective management 

therefore requires governance systems that operate at the scale of river basins and coordinate across sectors.  

38. Developing climate-proof transboundary agreements, strengthening river basin organizations and basin planning 

frameworks can ensure that water management reflects hydrological realities rather than administrative 

boundaries. Basin-wide planning and transparent decision-making processes can help balance competing water 

demands, manage trade-offs across sectors and locations, and support sustainable, and resilient water use while 

strengthening long-term stewardship. Conducive basin governance also enables countries sharing water 

resources to coordinate planning, reduce conflict risks, and strengthen collective resilience to water-related 

hazards. This requires developing flexible and adaptable agreements, strengthening river basin organizations, 

developing basin-wide vulnerability assessments and joint adaptation and disaster risk reduction strategies, 

establishing transparent and adaptive frameworks for managing water-related trade-offs across the basin, and 

creating mechanisms for stakeholder participation in basin decision making. Similarly, cities, regions and 

national ministries sharing a basin should plan, permit and invest in coordination. Integrated Water Resources 

Management (IWRM) supports coordinated water governance across sectors, river basins, and national 

development agendas. 

39. Leveraging relevant global legal instruments and intergovernmental platforms, such as the Wetlands 

Convention, the 1992 UN Water Convention and the 1997 Watercourses Convention and their extensive work 

on climate change and freshwater ecosystems, is a solution adopted by many countries and basins to accelerate 

progress in that regard. 

 

Promote water within the Rio Conventions and other global policy processes, and integrate water into 

climate adaptation, mitigation, and disaster risk reduction planning 

40. Water should be promoted and mainstreamed across the three Rio conventions, namely the United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification (UNCCD), and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). UN-Water, through its Members 

and Partners, is advancing this agenda under the United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation 

through Priority Collaborative Action (PCA) 3 24  on mainstreaming water and sanitation within the Rio 

Conventions. This mainstreaming requires leadership of Member States and could be strengthened through the 

Joint Liaison Group across the Rio Conventions. 

41. Many countries already recognize water as central to climate change adaptation, with 89% of countries 

prioritising investing in water infrastructure, institutions, or governance, and nearly all countries indicating some 

kind of water action as necessary for adaptation in their NDCs25. However, few identify the role of water and 

__________________ 

20  Source to Sea Action Platform – The IUCN Water Knowledge Platform. See: https://waterandnature.org/all -

initiatives/source-to-sea-platform/ 
21 UNECE, 2025. Guidance Note for the Implementation of Source-to-Sea Management in Transboundary Basins.  See: 

https://unece.org/environment-policy/publications/guidance-note-implementation-source-sea-management-transboundary 
22 2025 International Year of Glaciers’ Preservation. See: https://www.un -glaciers.org/en 
23 https://www.un-cryosphere.org/en 
24 See https://www.unwater.org/our-work/un-system-wide-strategy-water-and-sanitation/priority-collaborative-actions 
25  GWP (2018a) Preparing to Adapt: The Untold Story of Water in Climate Change Adaptation Processes. Global Water 

Partnership, Stockholm, Sweden. Available at: https://www.gwp.org/globalassets/global/events/cop24/gwp -ndc-report.pdf 

https://www.un-cryosphere.org/en
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sanitation for achieving climate change mitigation26,27 and implementation remains constrained by technical, 

financial, and institutional gaps. Water availability needs to be allowed for when planning these measures. 

Science-based evidence and informed planning directly support parties in operationalizing water related NDC 

commitments and aligning national water action with the objectives of the Paris Agreement. 

42. The UN system, coordinated by UN Development Programme (UNDP) and the NDC Partnership, provides 

readily available guidance, tools and support for countries updating their NDCs, including on incorporating 

water considerations. Additionally, practical guides and tools are available to support on planning for NDC 

Implementation28, assessing the impacts of climate policies and actions on water resources and water quality29, 

cross-sectoral planning for water and climate-mitigation 30 , and wetland restoration for climate change 

resilience31.  

43. Similarly, water needs to be included across other intergovernmental agreements and their implementation 

mechanisms, including through integration in National Adaptation Plans (NAPs), National Biodiversity 

Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs), national and local Disaster Risk Reduction strategies and Land 

Degradation Neutrality (LDN) targets. Due to the risks of water-related hazards and increasing uncertainty in 

water availability, relevant national strategies (such as NAPs and DRR) must place water at the center of 

planning and investments for climate resilience. This allows governments to design infrastructure, irrigation 

systems, and land management strategies that remain resilient under future climate conditions. 

 

Align policies to address the sectoral drivers of water stress 

44. Aligning policies across sectors with the limits of the hydrological system is essential to reduce water stress. 

Achieving this alignment requires coordinated planning across ministries responsible for agriculture, energy, 

land use, industry, and infrastructure so that water availability and ecosystem health are treated as fundamental 

constraints for economic development. In practice this means integrating water availability assessments into 

sector planning processes, aligning agricultural subsidies and land management policies with watershed 

protection objectives, and requiring major infrastructure and industrial projects to evaluate basin level water-

related disaster and scarcity risks.  

45. Soil conservation practices and landscape restoration can improve water retention and reduce land degradation. 

Energy planning can incorporate basin level water availability and promote technologies that reduce water 

consumption. Industrial and mining projects can be required to assess water risks and implement strong pollution 

control and wastewater treatment measures. Attention is needed in agriculture, where land degradation, poor soil 

management, nutrient and chemical loads, and unsustainable withdrawals can undermine water quality, water 

availability, and the ecological functioning of freshwater systems. Agricultural and land management policies 

should support farming systems and landscape approaches that improve soil moisture retention, reduce pollution 

and erosion, restore degraded ecosystems, and maintain water flows and ecosystem functions under changing 

climatic conditions. 

 

Expand circular water use and resilient water supply and sanitation systems  

46. Improving water use efficiency, reuse, and storage can reduce pressure on rivers and aquifers while strengthening 

resilience during droughts. Circular water systems treat water as a resource that can be used more than once 

while maintaining environmental safeguards. These approaches can significantly reduce pressure on freshwater 

withdrawals while strengthening water security in regions facing growing scarcity. Cities, industries, and water 

utilities can advance circular water systems by expanding wastewater treatment and reuse, investing in water 

efficient technologies, and integrating stormwater capture and aquifer recharge into urban water planning.  

__________________ 

26 UN-Water (2024), UN-Water Analytical Brief on Water for Climate Mitigation. Geneva, Switzerland  
27  UNDP-SIWI (United Nations Development Programme-Stockholm International Water Institute), 2023. Water in the 

Nationally Determined Contributions: Increasing Ambition for the Future. Stockholm: International Centre for Water 

Cooperation, SIWI. https://siwi.org/publications/water-in the-nationally-determined-contributions-increasing-ambition-for-

the-future/ 
28 CDKN: https://ndc-guide.cdkn.org/book/planning-for-ndc-implementation-a-quick-start-guide/mitigation/ 
29  ICAT (Initiative for Climate Action Transparency), 2020. Sustainable Development Methodology: Assessing the 

Environmental, Social and Economic Impacts of Policies and Actions, D. Rich, R. Song and K.H. Olsen eds. Washington D.C.: 

World Resources Institute; Copenhagen: UNEP DTU Partnership. https://climateactiontransparency.org/icat -

toolbox/sustainable-development 
30 AGWA: https://www.alliance4water.org/water-resilience-tracker-for-national-climate-planning 
31 Fennessy et al. (Fennessy, S.M. & Lei, G.), 2018. Wetland restoration for climate change resilience. Ramsar Briefing Note 

No.10. Gland, Switzerland: Secretariat of the Convention on Wetlands. 

https://www.ramsar.org/sites/default/files/documents/library/bn10_restoration_climate_change_e.pdf  
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47. Expanding wastewater treatment and reuse can provide additional water to meet the demands of various sectors, 

and for ecosystem restoration. Managed aquifer recharge can store water underground during wet periods and 

recover it during dry periods. Capturing stormwater in urban areas through infiltration systems and green 

infrastructure can reduce flood risks and improve water quality, while cooling urban heat islands and enhancing 

green public spaces. 

 

Mobilize finance and international cooperation  

48. Protecting freshwater and strengthening water resilience requires sustained investment in ecosystem 

conservation and protection, nature-based solutions and resilient infrastructure, hydrometeorological 

services, preparedness measures, DRR, and adaptation to extreme water-related events. Achieving these 

objectives will also require strengthened cooperation across countries and institutions. Public finance, 

private investment, and international climate and biodiversity funds all have roles to play. Scaling 

investments will require stronger project preparation capacity, clearer regulatory framewor ks, and 

investment pipelines that connect ecosystem protection with climate adaptation and resilience 

outcomes.  

49. Developing pipelines of evidence-based projects that restore ecosystems, strengthen monitoring and early-

warning systems, expand water-resilient infrastructure and improve basin resilience can attract investment. 

Blended finance mechanisms and international partnerships can mobilize resources for watershed protection and 

ecosystem restoration while supporting national implementation. To deliver outcomes at the scale required, 

financing approaches must also reward long-term ecosystem stewardship, basin resilience, and the protection of 

hydrological functions that underpin water security.  

50. Research and innovation partnerships, pilot demonstrations, and science-policy collaboration platforms are 

essential to accelerate the testing, scaling, and replication of integrated water resilience solutions across different 

hydrological and socio-economic contexts. 

51. The Baku Dialogue on Water for Climate Action provides a platform for countries and partners to strengthen 

COP-to-COP continuity. Through this dialogue, countries are exchanging knowledge, strengthening the 

understanding of scientific evidence and integrating water considerations into climate policies.  

 

Strengthen water-related disaster risk reduction and resilience 

52. Water-related disasters such as floods and droughts are increasing in frequency and intensity because climate 

change and human activities affect the hydrological systems, amplifying impacts on societies, economies and 

ecosystems. Countries should continue strengthening resilience through comprehensive and integrated disaster 

risk reduction approaches that combine risk assessment, early warning systems, structural and non-structural 

measures, nature-based solutions, vulnerability assessments, and adaptive governance with appropriate legal 

frameworks, strengthened institutional capacities, and collaboration among all stakeholders. Comprehensive risk 

assessments that account for climate uncertainty can help identify vulnerabilities and guide investments in 

prevention, preparedness, response and recovery. 

53. Risk-informed planning must prioritize resilient water infrastructure, including flood protection, drainage, 

storage, wastewater, and multipurpose systems designed for current and future hazard conditions. This includes 

retrofitting existing infrastructure, avoiding new exposure through land-use decisions, and combining grey 

infrastructure with nature-based and hybrid solutions to reduce disaster risk while maintaining ecosystem 

functions and generating co-benefits for biodiversity and water quality. 

54. Integrated approaches such as IWRM help address the interconnected drivers and impacts of water-related risks 

across sectors. By linking water management, land-use planning, infrastructure development, and ecosystem 

protection, these approaches can strengthen the capacity of societies to anticipate, absorb, adapt to, and recover 

from water-related shocks. 

 

 

 

 

 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS  
55. The recommendations build on the solutions highlighted above and aim to identify and address the systemic 

changes required to advance water for the planet. They begin with strengthening understanding of the 

hydrological cycle through international scientific cooperation, translating that knowledge into science-based 
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limits for water use, addressing ecosystems degradation at system scale, strengthening capacities to manage and 

recover from water-related disasters, mobilizing investments, and strengthening international cooperation.  

56. Together they describe a transformation in how water systems are understood, governed, and financed. They are 

mutually reinforcing and must be implemented together through equitable and inclusive approaches with close 

coordination across sectors, institutions, countries and linked with solutions of other Interactive Dialogues.  

57. Advancing these recommendations also contributes to global implementation of the UNFCCC Global Goal on 

Adaptation (GGA), which emphasizes strengthening resilience, reducing vulnerability, and enhancing adaptive 

capacity. Because water security underpins health, ecosystems, food production, and disaster resilience, 

improving hydrological monitoring, basin governance, and ecosystem protection is essential to achieving the 

GGA and ensuring that climate adaptation efforts deliver tangible benefits for people and nature. 

 

Recommendation 1: Advance international cooperation and global scientific understanding of the 

interconnectedness of freshwater ecosystems and planetary water systems, water related sectors and 

challenges 

58. Accelerating changes in the hydrological cycle are increasing uncertainty in water availability and intensifying 

droughts, floods, land degradation, desertification, ecosystem loss, and continental drying. Meanwhile, 

important gaps remain in understanding how freshwater ecosystems, groundwater, land surfaces, the cryosphere, 

and atmospheric moisture flows interact across scales and influence water availability, hydrological variability, 

and ecosystem functional capacity and limits under accelerating environmental change. Freshwater ecosystems 

are both affected by hydrological disruption and essential to regulating water storage, environmental flows, water 

quality, moisture recycling, and broader hydrological processes. 

59. Countries should support stronger international partnerships and scientific cooperation to advance global 

understanding of the interconnectedness of freshwater ecosystems and planetary water systems, and how 

accelerating environmental change is reshaping water availability, hydrological variability, and ecosystem 

functioning across local, regional, continental, and global scales. This should include strengthening collaboration 

between hydrological and meteorological agencies, river basin organizations, research institutions, international 

environmental agencies, relevant United Nations entities, and global scientific initiatives.  

60. It will contribute to build the global awareness, political momentum, and long-term knowledge base required to 

respond to increasing hydrological disruption and its implications for disaster risk reduction, drought and floods 

management and infrastructure planning. It also provides an important foundation for developing science-based 

planning and governance approaches that align human activities and economic development with the 

hydrological and ecological limits of water systems. 

 

Recommendation 2: Define and implement science-based water budgets and ecological thresholds to 

safeguard freshwater ecosystems and sustainably allocate water  

61. While strengthening global scientific understanding of the interconnectedness of freshwater ecosystems and 

planetary water systems is urgently needed, Member States should simultaneously accelerate action now at 

ecosystem, river basin, aquifer, and national scales to safeguard freshwater ecosystems and ensure sustainable 

water use across economic sectors within hydrological and ecological limits, and support adaptive management 

to build more resilience water systems. 

62. Growing hydrological disruption, freshwater ecosystem degradation, and increasing water insecurity often result 

from human activities exceeding the functional capacity and limits of water systems. Sustainable water 

governance therefore requires planning and decision-making approaches that better reflect basin, catchment, and 

aquifer realities, including the water requirements of freshwater ecosystems and the sustained functioning of 

hydrological systems. 

63. Member States should define and implement science-based water budgets and ecological thresholds at basin, 

catchment, and aquifer scale, integrating hydrological realities and ecosystem water needs into water 

governance. These tools quantify water inflows, storage, withdrawals, return flows, and ecosystem water 

requirements, while supporting more adaptive and risk-informed governance under increasing hydrological 

variability and uncertainty. They should guide decision-making across sectors, including agriculture, energy, 

climate adaptation and land-use planning, by informing permitting systems, water allocation, development 

planning, disaster risk reduction measures, and strategic investment decisions. While water budgets can identify 

the extent and distribution of water scarcity and available resources, the allocation choices that follow are 

inherently political and distributive, requiring transparent, inclusive, and equitable decision-making processes. 

Together, water budgets and ecological thresholds can help shift water governance from reactive crisis 
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management toward long-term stewardship of freshwater ecosystems and water systems that sustain 

communities, economies, biodiversity, and climate resilience. 

 

Recommendation 3: Protect, connect and restore freshwater ecosystems at system scale  

64. Healthy freshwater ecosystems act as natural infrastructure that sustains water availability across landscapes and 

river basins. They provide cost‑effective options for climate adaptation, disaster risk reduction, and water 

security while delivering multiple co‑benefits for biodiversity and livelihoods32. They store water, regulate 

flows, filter pollutants, and reduce the impacts of floods and droughts.  

65. Actions should be undertaken along with the full conservation hierarchy. Firstly, protecting intact freshwater 

ecosystems, which depends fundamentally on strong governance systems and institutional capacity, rather than 

protected area designation alone. Effective legal frameworks, enforcement mechanisms, and coordinating 

institutions are required to translate ecosystem protection commitments into practice and to embed them across 

water allocation, land-use, and climate planning processes. Secondly, environmental flows, water quality and 

connectivity must be maintained to sustain ecosystem function. Thirdly, where ecosystems have already been 

degraded, restoration programmes must be supported by institutions capable of planning, financing, regulating, 

and sustaining long-term recovery efforts. Member States should strengthen institutional arrangements at basin 

and landscape scales to scale up afforestation, soil rehabilitation, and watershed restoration measures that 

enhance infiltration, groundwater recharge, and moisture recycling, while reducing erosion, runoff, and sediment 

transport. Lastly, in regions where historical conditions can no longer be recovered 33, halting further degradation 

is imperative while managing ecological and inclusive transitions in ways that minimise harm to vulnerable 

communities. Member States should therefore strengthen institutions capable of supporting continuous 

adaptation, including managing structural reductions in water availability and reallocations of water use.  

 

Recommendation 4: Leverage new and emerging technologies to transform hydrological monitoring and 

early warning systems 

66. New and emerging technologies can improve hydrological monitoring, integrated drought and flood 

management, and early warning systems by providing low-cost alternatives with more accessible, accurate, and 

timely information. Member States should accelerate the responsible and context-appropriate adoption of digital 

technologies, such as Earth observation, artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, digital twins, and mobile 

technologies, and emerging technologies, as part of their hydrological monitoring and end-to-end multi-hazard 

early warning systems (MHEWS). Embedded within people-centered and inclusive systems, these innovations 

can help leapfrog development stages and improve the effectiveness, reach and sustainability of MHEWS. To 

release their full potential, these technological innovations must be supported by robust and contextualized data 

and quality assurance, open and interoperable data standards, sustained institutional capacity, long-term 

financing, effective last-mile communication, and clear preparedness and response protocols. Coupled with open 

science, citizen-science, and the integration of traditional and Indigenous knowledge, they offer pathways for 

transforming hydrological monitoring and MHEWS to inform policy development.  

 

Recommendation 5: Shifting subsidies and finance to safeguard water systems and deliver water-positive 

outcomes 

67. Protecting freshwater ecosystems and strengthening water resilience requires sustained investment at a scale that 

reflects the importance of water systems to economies and societies. Yet current investment in nature-based 

solutions targeting water remains far below what is needed to restore and protect ecosystems that regulate the 

water cycle thereby supporting water resilience and sustainable water management approaches.  Addressing 

these financial gaps will require recognizing freshwater ecosystems as natural infrastructure and the need to 

finance them accordingly ensuring that investments support agreed water, ecosystem, climate, and resilience 

outcomes, including through ambitious subsidy reforms. This alignment enables multiple co-benefits of 

water-related investments for resilience, biodiversity, and long-term stability, and redirecting harmful financial 

flows towards underfunded water, ecosystem  and resilience priorities.  

__________________ 

32  WWF, 2023. Factsheet 2 - Economic benefits of investing in nature restoration. Available at 
https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_factsheet_nature_restoration_soc_economic_web.pdf  
33 Global Water Bankruptcy Living Beyond Our Hydrological Means in the Post -Crisis Era United Nations University Institute 

for Water, Environment, and Health (UNU-INWEH) Richmond Hill, Ontario, Canada, 2026  

https://wwfeu.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_factsheet_nature_restoration_soc_economic_web.pdf
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68. These efforts can be supported by frameworks, such as Targets 18 and 19 of the Kunming-Montreal Global 

Biodiversity Framework, which calls for increased financial resources and the realignment of public and private 

finance with nature‑positive outcomes. Reforming environmentally harmful subsidies, particularly those 

incentivizing water over‑extraction, pollution, or ecosystem degradation – estimated at US$700 billion per year34 

– can redirect spending toward sustainable water management and restoration outcomes. Increasing grant‑based 

and concessional finance for water‑related climate adaptation and better aligning climate and biodiversity 

finance with water objectives will be essential to close the widening gap between ecosystem degradation and 

available resources.  

 

Recommendation 6: Advance planetary water resilience through multilateral environmental agreements 

and the integration of water into national and local frameworks 

69. Because water is managed at the local, subnational, national and basin level, and the combined impacts of this 

affect everyone everywhere, multilateral cooperation remains essential in achieving lasting progress and 

reducing risks globally.  This underscores the need to further mainstream freshwater considerations across the 

Rio Conventions, and other environmental agreements. This could be achieved by developing a roadmap for 

mainstreaming water in the Rio Conventions and further strengthened through the Joint Liaison Group and by 

aligning actions with the UN-Wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation PCA 3. Doing so enables Member States 

to use water as a unifying entry point to drive coherent governance, financing, and accountability across climate, 

biodiversity, and development agendas, and to advance the objectives of the Water Action Decade.  

70. In this context, the Water Conference should be seen as a critical political moment for consolidating Member 

State positions on how to operationalize this coherence, rather than primarily as a platform for technical 

exchange. Elevating water within international cooperation platforms and MEAs can further strengthen global 

environmental governance by embedding water considerations across policy processes. Upscaling platforms 

such as the Baku Dialogue on Water for Climate Action can strengthen basin level planning and knowledge 

sharing.  

71. Translating global commitments into national and local water, climate, biodiversity and other relevant 

frameworks, through robust regulatory frameworks, standards, and norms (including stronger legislation and 

enforcement mechanisms) is essential to protect all freshwater ecosystems and enable effective implementation. 

Given that water is first and foremost managed locally, local and community-level approaches must also be 

systematically reflected in national planning and decision-making processes. Operationalizing this coherence at 

the local level requires strengthening the multilevel governance mechanisms that are already emerging as the 

most embedded enabler of urban climate action in national climate plans35. National and local policies and 

investment strategies should therefore be aligned with the objectives of relevant MEAs, and integrated into 

NDCs, NAPs and NBSAPs to ensure coherence across climate, land, and water agendas. Expanding partnerships 

between governments, scientific institutions, civil society organizations, and the private sector can further 

support national implementation and collective progress toward water for the planet. Strengthening cooperation 

on shared water systems can also enhance regional stability, and ultimately improve Member States’ economic 

development, and long-term resilience.  

 

Recommendation 7: Building a sustainable and resilient society through water-related disaster risk 

reduction 

72. Reducing risks associated with water-related hazards requires substantial and sustained investments. Investments 

in disaster risk reduction can increase the attractiveness, habitability and economic activity in a region. 

Therefore, countries should prioritize investments in water-related disaster risk reduction and risk-informed 

water management as essential enablers of resilience, economic development, and long-term sustainability rather 

than as costs associated with disaster response and recovery. 

73. Disaster risk reduction contributes to long-term economic stability, reduced disaster losses and damages, and 

strengthened community resilience and preparedness. Scaling-up integrated and multifunctional approaches 

(such as flood retention basins, dams and multifunctional wastewater systems) can deliver multiple co-benefits 

including risk reduction, water security, environmental protection and economic development. 

__________________ 

34  Global Commission for the Economics of Water, The Economics  

of WATER, Valuing the Hydrological Cycle as a Global Common Good, 2025.  

 
35 UN-Habitat, 2026. See: unhabitat.org/sites/default/files/2026/05/urban-content-in-ndc3.0.pdf 
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74. Establishing appropriate policy, regulatory and financial mechanisms should encourage whole-of-society 

engagement, including actively participating communities, local authorities, and the private sector in disaster 

risk reduction measures for water-related hazards to build sustainable and resilient societies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VI. CONCLUSIONS  
75. Protecting water for the planet is essential to sustaining ecosystems, supporting wellbeing, and maintaining the 

stability of the Earth system. The solutions and recommendations outlined in this paper highlight the importance 

of recognizing and valuing water’s ecological functions and underscore the urgency of transforming approaches 

to water management to restore freshwater ecosystems and strengthen resilience to water-related disaster and 

slow-onset risks. Implemented together and at scale, these recommendations can help shift water governance 

from fragmented and reactive responses toward long term stewardship of the water systems that sustain life on 

Earth.  

76. Coordinated responses depend on effective multilateral water governance, capable of ensuring continuity and 

coherence beyond 2030, as well as concerted efforts to overcome persistent implementation barriers. 

Strengthening cooperation, mobilising investment, and aligning policies with the limits of the hydrological 

system should be recognised as priorities for Member States and partners, driving ambitious commitments across 

science, governance, economic sectors, finance, and international cooperation. 

77. In this context, the Water Conference should serve as a platform to catalyse transformation. Ultimately, 

delivering Water for the Planet will depend on the ability of multilateral processes to provide sustained 

coherence, implementation support, and political momentum across climate, biodiversity, land, and development 

agendas to ensure climate resilience and water security that support people, nature, and economies for 

generations to come. 

 

 

 

 

 

VII. GUIDING QUESTIONS  
1. How can monitoring, open and interoperable data, Indigenous and local knowledge, and unconventional and 

emerging technologies be combined to improve decision-making and people-centred early warning systems? 

2. How can countries translate improved hydrological knowledge into science-based water budgets, 

ecological thresholds and equitable allocation decisions while defining management areas that reflect 

both surface-water catchments and aquifer systems?  

3. What concrete commitments are needed to safeguard the global water cycle and support protection and 

restoration of freshwater ecosystems at the scale and pace required? 

4. What policy and regulatory changes are needed in agriculture, energy, industry, technology, urban 

development and other water-dependent sectors to keep development within hydrological and 

ecological limits? 

5. How can finance, subsidies and investment pipelines be redirected and scaled to protect freshwater 

ecosystems, strengthen disaster resilience and deliver measurable water -positive outcomes? 

6. How can water serve as a unifying entry point for coherent implementation of the Rio Conventions, 

the Sendai Framework and be integrated into NDCs, NAPs, NBSAPs, National Drought Strategies, as 

well as broader national climate, biodiversity, land and development plans? 

 


