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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 (e) on “Water in multilateral processes: Sustainable Development Goal 6, the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and beyond, and global water initiatives.” In this paper, the
challenges, status, opportunities for progress, solutions and recommendations related to water in
multilateral processes are set out.




I. Introduction
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Water-related challenges are multidimensional and linked to the full spectrum of sustainable development
objectives. As some water challenges increasingly transcend national boundaries, countries cannot address
them in isolation, reinforcing the role of multilateral cooperation as an essential driver of progress. Their
effective management requires international cooperation, more coordinated multilateral action and
integrated policy approaches across sectors and governance levels.

Over the past five decades, multilateral water governance has evolved through a wide range of processes,
conventions and partnerships, including through the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development! and Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG 6), which calls for ensuring the availability and
sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. These frameworks have strengthened international
cooperation, elevated water within the global policy agenda and created a robust foundation for collective
action and accountability.

As a cross-cutting issue, water sits at the intersection of multiple sectors and international policy
frameworks, including sustainable development, human rights, health, climate change, biodiversity,
desertification, disaster risk reduction, food systems, peace and security, urban planning, and development
cooperation. At the same time, the multitude of processes in which water is addressed has contributed to
a complex multilateral landscape, where opportunities exist to strengthen coordination, coherence and
accountability among institutions and frameworks.

These dynamics point to a broader structural role of water in multilateral processes: while water is
increasingly integrated into global agendas, and SDG 6 indicators track a broad range of water and
sanitation challenges under a unified goal, coherence across targets, monitoring, follow-up, and
accountability mechanisms remains uneven. Advancing governance models that bridge sector boundaries
and connect global commitments with national, subnational, and local action can help unlock progress.

The 2026 United Nations Water Conference convenes at a critical juncture for water in multilateral
processes. As the 2030 Agenda approaches its final years and the International Decade for Action "Water
for Sustainable Development" (2018-2028)? is nearing its conclusion while growing impacts from climate
change, biodiversity loss, land degradation, and geopolitical complexity place water at the centre of global
risk. The momentum generated by the United Nations 2023 Water Conference has renewed political
visibility for water, leading to the compilation of the Water Action Agenda,’ the adoption of the United
Nations System-wide Strategy on Water and Sanitation * and its Implementation Plan,> and the
appointment of the United Nations Secretary-General's Special Envoy on Water. These developments
have elevated water as a global political priority and strengthened system-wide coherence.

Multilateral water governance is also evolving amid United Nations reform processes, including the
repositioning of the United Nations development system, UN 2.0 and the UNS8O initiative®. The United
Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation and its Collaborative Implementation Plan are
aligned with these processes, particularly with UN8O objectives of strengthened coherence, efficiency,
and accountability. Achieving SDG 6 will require the United Nations system to coordinate more
effectively on water, while UN8O underscores the imperative for the system to cooperate more efficiently

! General Assembly resolution 70/1

2 General Assembly resolution 71/222

3 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), Water Action Agenda, available at:
https://sdgs.un.org/partnerships/action-networks/water

4 UN-Water, United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation (2024), available at:
https://www.unwater.org/publications/united-nations-system-wide-strategy-water-and-sanitation

5 UN-Water, United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation: Collaborative Implementation Plan
2025-2028, available at: https://www.unwater.org/publications/collaborative-implementation-plan

6 See https://www.un.org/un80-initiative/en
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across mandates. Navigating this shifting institutional environment offers opportunities to deepen system-
wide alignment on water, positioning water as an example of how a more coherent United Nations system
can strengthen implementation, while requiring consideration of how reform processes affects ongoing
delivery on water and sanitation commitments.

The effectiveness of multilateral action on water will depend on the strength of governance arrangements.
The international community therefore faces the question of how multilateral processes can work
effectively to accelerate progress on water, and improve coherence, coordination, efficiency,
accountability, and implementation across the system, while ensuring continuity of multilateral water
governance beyond 2030. The 2026 United Nations Water Conference provides an opportunity to build
on the momentum generated by the 2023 Conference, accelerate implementation through the remainder
of the Water Action Decade, inform preparations for the 2028 United Nations Water Conference, and
consider how multilateral water governance should be shaped beyond 2030. The challenges, opportunities
and options set out in the following sections reflect inputs received from Member States, the United
Nations system, and stakeholders, and are presented to inform discussion among Member States. 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.

Status and trends

Achieving SDG 6 is fundamental to realising the 2030 Agenda. As a dedicated goal and a cross-cutting
enabler, SDG 6 underpins progress across health, food security, energy, human rights, gender equality,
growing urbanisation, climate resilience, and ecosystem integrity. While significant progress has been
made across multiple dimensions of SDG 6, including increased global visibility, strengthened data
systems and expanded access in several regions, the world remains off track to meet most water-related
targets by 2030, with current rates of progress needing to increase substantially in many areas.
Accelerating progress will require multilateral cooperation to enhance policy coherence, mobilise
adequate financing, support multilevel capacity development, including for local and regional
governments and water service providers, and integrate water considerations across relevant global
processes.

Global multilateral engagement on water has evolved over the past five decades, with important
milestones including the adoption of the Convention on Wetlands (also known as the Ramsar Convention)
in 1971,” followed by two United Nations legally-binding instruments on Water: the 1992 Convention on
the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (Water Convention)?, and
the 1997 Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses
(Watercourse Convention)®. These instruments established foundational legal principles for cooperation,
ecosystem protection, and the equitable and reasonable use of shared water resources, while providing
intergovernmental platforms for dialogue and implementation. Together, they reflect a strengthening
architecture for international water governance.

Several United Nations intergovernmental bodies are dedicated to advancing water-related cooperation,
including the Intergovernmental Hydrological Programme,'® the World Meteorological Organization’s

7 Convention on Wetlands of International Importance especially as Waterfowl Habitat (Ramsar, 2 February
1971).

8 United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE), Convention on the Protection and Use of
Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (Helsinki, 17 March 1992).

° United Nations, Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (21 May
1997).

10 UNESCO, Intergovernmental Hydrological Programme (IHP), available at: https://www.unesco.org/en/ihp
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Hydrological Assembly, and the governing bodies of the Water Convention.!! These bodies provide
platforms for intergovernmental dialogue, scientific cooperation, hydrological governance, and
transboundary water management, and contribute to the technical and institutional foundation of
multilateral water governance.

The adoption of the 2030 Agenda in 2015 marked a significant step in elevating water within the
multilateral system, establishing SDG 6 as a dedicated goal while embedding water across goals and
targets. Since then, SDG 6 has undergone three in-depth reviews at the High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development (in 2018, 2023 and 2026), complemented by an annual special event convened
since 2020 under the Decade of Action for the 2030 Agenda as part of the SDG 6 Global Acceleration
Framework,!? supported by the data and analysis from the UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative for
SDG 6 (IMI-SDG6) and by the United Nations Synthesis Reports on SDG 6. Together, these processes
have created one of the most comprehensive global architectures for monitoring standardised water-
related data, review and dialogue across the Sustainable Development Goals, underpinned by an indicator
framework, regular reporting cycles and sustained intergovernmental engagement. Stakeholders note that
a dedicated global goal on water has also helped align actors across government, civil society,
development partners, and the private sector around common objectives, offering legitimacy for water and
sanitation within national strategies, sector plans, and investment discussions.!®> As the 2030 Agenda
approaches its conclusion, there is a need to define how this dedicated architecture for water governance,
including its monitoring, review and political visibility, will be sustained and potentially augmented.

The International Decade for Action “Water for Sustainable Development” (2018-2028), proclaimed by
the United Nations General Assembly'* to accelerate efforts towards meeting water-related challenges,
has provided renewed impetus for international cooperation. Its midterm comprehensive review mandated
the convening of the United Nations 2023 Water Conference, a historic milestone which brought water to
the forefront of the global political agenda. The Conference mobilized over 800 voluntary commitments
under the Water Action Agenda, reflecting strong engagement across Member States and stakeholders.
These commitments are predominantly implementation-oriented and led by multi-stakeholder
partnerships, including governments, civil society, international organizations, and the private sector.
Their distribution across thematic areas, however, remains uneven, with stronger representation in areas
such as service delivery, capacity development and knowledge-sharing, and limited in areas related to
governance, coordination and accountability, highlighting the scale of action and the challenges with
ensuring coherence and sustained impact. The outcomes of the Conference contributed to improved
coordination within the United Nations system through General Assembly resolution 77/334, helping to
re-establish water as a global priority and catalyse engagement across Member States and stakeholders.
The final review of the Decade will take place during the United Nations 2028 Water Conference.

The recognition of the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation by the United Nations General
Assembly in 2010, ! and as distinct human rights in 2015, '® provided a rights-based foundation
underpinning global water governance. These rights establish clear principles of equity, non-
discrimination, participation, and accountability, reflecting the 2030 Agenda’s commitment to leaving no
one behind, and are supported by the mandate of the Special Rapporteur on the human rights to safe
drinking water and sanitation. While this recognition has advanced policy frameworks and visibility,
progress in their implementation remains uneven, with challenges related to accountability mechanisms,
progressive realisation, and the translation of rights-based commitments into national frameworks.

I Meeting of the Parties and its subsidiary bodies.

12 UN-Water, SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework, available at: https://www.unwater.org/publications/sdg-6-
global-acceleration-framework.

13 Public consultation for the SDG 6 Synthesis Report on Water and Sanitation 2026, available at:
https://www.unwater.org/news/contribute-sdg-6-synthesis-report-water-and-sanitation-2026

14 General Assembly resolution 71/222

15 General Assembly resolution 64/292.

16 General Assembly resolution 70/169.
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Water considerations have increasingly been incorporated into major multilateral frameworks and
processes. These developments reflect increasing recognition of water as a cross-cutting element across
multilateral frameworks, while highlighting the need for more systematic integration to maximise co-
benefits and reduce policy fragmentation. Key processes and frameworks include:

Processes under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change: Water has gained
increased prominence within climate negotiations and outcomes, including through targets on
climate-resilient water and sanitation in the Framework for Global Climate Resilience adopted at the
twenty-eighth session of the Conference of the Parties in 2023,' in support of the Global Goal on
Adaptation. Nine indicators related to water and sanitation were adopted at the thirtieth session of the
Conference of the Parties in 2025. Complementary initiatives, such as the Baku Dialogue on Water for
Climate Action, reflect efforts to enhance policy coherence, knowledge exchange, and action at the
climate—water nexus.

The Kunming—Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework'®: The Framework places emphasis on the
conservation, restoration, and sustainable use of freshwater ecosystems, including rivers, lakes, and other
wetlands, and recognises their contribution to biodiversity, climate resilience, and human well-being.
Several targets reference freshwater ecosystems, including those aligned with Sustainable Development
Goal target 6.6 on water-related ecosystems.

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification: Discussions on drought, land degradation and
desertification are increasingly linked to broader global water agendas, including through processes
addressing drought preparedness, risk management, and resilience. Decisions adopted at the fourteenth
(2019) and fifteenth Conference of the Parties (2022) strengthened the Convention’s Drought Initiative,
including support for national drought plans, monitoring and early-warning systems, and risk management
approaches that integrate water management considerations.

The Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030: Water-related hazards, including floods
and droughts, are recognised as key drivers of disaster risk, with the framework emphasising integrated
water resources management, early warning systems and resilience-building in reducing disaster impacts.
These priorities are reflected in Sustainable Development Goal target 11.5 on reducing disaster-related
losses and were re-emphasised during the Midterm Review of the Sendai Framework in 2023.

The New Urban Agenda: Water and sanitation are recognised as essential urban services, including
commitments to ensure access to safe drinking water and sanitation for all, support sustainable
management of water resources in urban areas, and enhance resilience to water-related disasters such as
floods and droughts.

The Pact for the Future: Water is reflected in the outcome document, including through references to
water-related cooperation, resilience, and sustainable development in Actions 6, 10 and 29.

Other initiatives addressing cryospheric and freshwater systems: Recent high-level initiatives, including
the International Year of Glaciers’ Preservation in 2025'° and the United Nations Decade of Action for
Cryospheric Sciences from 2025 to 2034,2° underscore growing recognition of the role of water, snow and
ice in climate stability, ecosystems, livelihoods, and sustainable development.

A range of processes beyond the United Nations system have contributed to advancing global dialogue
and cooperation on water. These include the Dushanbe Water Process,?! held biennially since 2018, which
brings together governments, international organizations and civil society around diplomacy and
cooperation in support of the International Decade for Action “Water for Sustainable Development”,
2018-2028; the World Water Forum, convened under the World Water Council; regional forums such as
the Group of Twenty Summits, and the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe; and major
events including Stockholm World Water Week, Cairo Water Week, the Berlin Water Dialogues, and the
biennial International Water Association’s World Water Congress and Exhibition, among others. The

17 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), UAE Framework for Global Climate
Resilience, decision 2/CMA.5 (2023).

18 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (2022).

19 General Assembly resolution 77/158.

20 General Assembly resolution 78/321.

2 Government of Tajikistan, Dushanbe Water Process, available at: https://www.dushanbewaterprocess.org
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African Union’s designation of 2026 as the Year of Water and Sanitation?? reflects growing regional
political commitment. These platforms provide spaces for multi-stakeholder engagement and peer
learning and play an intermediary role by translating global commitments into context-specific
implementation frameworks. More systematic linkages between these platforms and United Nations
processes could reduce duplication and support effective translation of commitments into implementation.

Given the extent to which water is linked to a diversity of global challenges and opportunities, including
climate change mitigation and adaptation, biodiversity conservation, agriculture and food systems, energy
production, disaster risk reduction and peace and security, multiple United Nations entities have water-
related responsibilities. While these interlinkages create opportunities to accelerate progress across
multiple goals, they require strong coordination to avoid duplication, inefficiencies, and weak
accountability. With 36 members from the United Nations family?}, UN-Water plays a central role as the
United Nations system coordination mechanism for water and sanitation, although its authority and
resources remain limited.

In the international policy space, while expanded initiatives driven by Member States and voluntary
commitments represent progress, they have not yet been matched by commensurate improvements on the
ground. Often efforts remain voluntary, fragmented and insufficiently coordinated. Implementation is
constrained by financing gaps, limited institutional and human capacity, data and monitoring challenges,
and weak linkages between multilateral processes and national and local action, particularly in developing
countries and vulnerable contexts. This highlights the need for stronger linkage of global commitments to
country-level delivery, including through the engagement of United Nations Resident Coordinators and
United Nations country teams. It also underscores the importance of enabling subnational actors, including
local governments, utilities, and community institutions, to plan, implement, finance, monitor and report
on SDG 6 related commitments. As the 2030 Agenda approaches its conclusion, Member States are
considering how regular review, monitoring and accountability for water can be sustained beyond 2030
to ensure continuity of progress achieved under SDG 6 and support future implementation efforts.

II1. Challenges and emerging issues
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Fragmentation across multilateral processes

Multilateral water governance continues to be characterised by fragmentation throughout processes,
institutions, and agreements. Responsibilities related to water are dispersed across agendas, including
sustainable development, climate change, food systems, energy, agriculture, biodiversity, desertification,
disaster risk reduction, peace and development cooperation, reflecting its cross-cutting nature. While
stronger integration in implementation of these agendas is necessary, it remains limited.

For example, water management is both affected by climate change and central to climate mitigation,
adaptation and resilience, yet this dual role remains insufficiently reflected in multilateral negotiations,
nationally determined contributions, and national adaptation plans. Using water as a thread across
multilateral environmental agreements, thereby maximising synergies, remains an opportunity to improve
coherence, both across and within multilateral processes.

While progress has been made in many areas, water and sanitation are still often addressed as sectoral or
technical issues rather than as a systemic enabler, constraining the ability of multilateral processes to
address compounding risks and maximise co-benefits across all SDGs. As a result, opportunities to build
resilience, manage trade-offs and deliver integrated outcomes across sectors remain underutilised.

22 African Union, 2026: African Union Year of Water and Sanitation, available at: https://au.int
2 See https://www.unwater.org/about-un-water/members-and-partners
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Governance, coordination and implementation gaps

Overlapping mandates, misalignments between policy commitments and financing, gaps in data and
monitoring, and persistent capacity constraints undermine effective action on water and weaken the ability
of multilateral processes to translate global commitments into implementation at scale.

While existing multilateral water governance arrangements offer a foundation for cooperation, follow-up
and accountability remain insufficient, with no single platform mandated to ensure coherence, track
collective progress, or maintain sustained political attention across processes. This reflects a structural gap
in water governance, where the absence of an overarching coordinating framework constrains coherence,
accountability, and long-term effectiveness.

While multilateral financing mechanisms collectively support a wide range of country contexts, financing
from international financial institutions and multilateral development banks has often favoured large-
scale, lower-risk investments, limiting the extent to which resources are systematically directed to
countries and communities where needs are greatest. This contributes to persistent financing gaps,
particularly in least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing
States. Greater coherence is needed between multilateral water commitments and the investment strategies
of international financial institutions. Stronger alignment between intergovernmental commitments and
financial decision-making could help ensure that multilateral processes translate effectively into
investment outcomes, including stronger alignment with SDG 6 implementation, improved donor
coordination, innovative financing mechanisms, and access to financing for local actors. Strengthening
public—private partnerships and blended finance approaches may support scalable and sustainable
investment in water-related infrastructure and services.?*

Obstacles to effective transboundary water governance at the multilateral level remain, despite two United
Nations conventions on transboundary waters which have inspired the development of more than 100
transboundary agreements. Wider accession to and implementation of the conventions is important to
advance cooperation. Existing multilateral processes also have limited capacity to address sustainable
water and sanitation management, infrastructure protection and rights-based accountability, particularly
in fragile, crisis-affected and resource-constrained settings, including in situations of armed conflict.
These challenges underscore the need for stronger political will and highlight opportunities for more
coherent system-wide responses and strengthened global frameworks where appropriate.

Inadequate capacity, data, and monitoring

Capacity constraints remain a challenge across multilateral water governance, affecting Member States’
ability to generate, access and use data, engage in monitoring processes, and participate in decision-
making. Effective data, monitoring, and knowledge systems depend on adequate institutional, technical,
and human capacity. However, in many contexts, monitoring networks remain limited, reporting is
inconsistent and technical capacity, globally standardised methodologies and data-sharing protocols are
not sufficiently developed to support comprehensive assessment of progress towards SDG 6 indicators.
As a result, reliable and comparable data is insufficient in many regions.

The limited capacity of Member States, particularly least developed countries, landlocked developing
countries, and small island developing States, to engage in the full scope of multilateral water processes
can limit the diversity of perspectives informing global policy and reduce shared ownership of
internationally agreed commitments. Addressing these constraints may require institutional arrangements
to ensure representation, and targeted support for meaningful engagement through development
cooperation, South-South cooperation, knowledge exchange and institutional capacity-building, including
strengthening national institutions and technical expertise.

24 Convention on Wetlands (2025) Global Wetland Outlook 2025: Valuing, conserving, restoring and financing
wetlands. Gland, Switzerland: Secretariat of the Convention on Wetlands. DOI: 10.69556/GWO0O-2025-eng
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Digital tools, satellite observation, open science, Al-enabled forecasting and risk visualization, such as
satellite-based monitoring of surface water extent, Al-supported flood forecasting systems and open-
access hydrological data platforms, are increasingly available to support evidence-based water
governance. Harnessing these technologies at scale will depend on sustained investment, strengthened
technical capacity, efforts to bridge the digital divide and improved coordination across data systems and
Institutions.

Limited stakeholder engagement

Stakeholder engagement is a cornerstone of effective, legitimate, and accountable governance. In line with
Agenda 21, the United Nations has long promoted participatory approaches and the involvement of all
stakeholder groups as prerequisites in sustainable development decision-making, including on water.
Building on this legacy, water-related multilateral processes, including the United Nations 2023 Water
Conference and preparations for the 2026 United Nations Water Conference, have adopted modalities
enabling Major Groups and other stakeholders to participate through consultations and meetings,
dialogues, events, written submissions and voluntary commitments under the Water Action Agenda.
Comparable participation avenues exist across other water-related multilateral frameworks, including the
Rio Conventions, reflecting an understanding that inclusive, whole-of-society engagement is essential to
policy coherence, legitimacy, and effective implementation.

Civil society organizations, community institutions and stewards, Indigenous Peoples, local communities
and other non-State actors have made substantive contributions to multilateral water governance,
including through advocacy, community-based monitoring, and grassroots leadership. Still, stakeholder
engagement in water processes remains uneven and is often tokenistic, with persistent financial, logistical
and capacity barriers to sustained participation. This limits the localization of water-related commitments
and the integration of whole-of-society and local knowledge, experience, and delivery realities.
Furthermore, frontline service providers, particularly water and sanitation utilities, are underrepresented
in global water governance, weakening the link between global commitments and operational realities.
These constraints contribute to knowledge-to-action gaps, where high-level commitments and scientific
outputs are not matched by inclusive governance, institutional support, or accountability at country level.
Without structured, inclusive, adequately resourced and continuous whole-of-society engagement, water
challenges may remain siloed within global agendas rather than translated into locally grounded outcomes.

Future governance, including beyond 2030

The 2030 Agenda has provided a framework for global water action, giving water unprecedented political
visibility and a structured monitoring architecture through the UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative
for SDG 6, the High-level Political Forum for Sustainable Development review process, the annual special
event on SDG 6 and the Water Action Decade. Building on this foundation, ensuring a continuous
intergovernmental process on water beyond 2030 could help sustain political attention, accelerate
implementation, and provide guidance for system-wide coherence.

Unlike topics such as climate change, biodiversity and desertification, water governance lacks a permanent
multilateral institutional anchor. In contrast to these domains, which are supported by dedicated
institutional frameworks and regular intergovernmental processes, water governance does not have a
standing institutional framework at the global level. This creates a structural risk that the political
visibility, monitoring architecture and accountability mechanisms established under SDG 6 may not be
sustained beyond 2030. The 2026 United Nations Water Conference represents an opportunity to consider
how water should be positioned within the global development and governance architecture beyond 2030.
Separately, the United Nations 2028 Water Conference, focused on the review and closure of the Water
Action Decade, will provide an important moment to assess progress and consolidate lessons learned from
its implementation.

No global mechanism exists to ensure continuity of intergovernmental engagement, monitoring, or
accountability for water beyond these mandates. Without deliberate action, the review cycles, monitoring
frameworks and political visibility that SDG 6 has anchored risk being lost in any post-2030 transition.
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Ensuring continuity will require consideration of how existing processes can be enhanced to provide an
enduring framework for multilateral water governance. While the need for coherent institutional
arrangements is widely recognized, perspectives differ on the appropriate way forward. Emerging
proposals include establishing a regular intergovernmental process on water beyond 2030 under the
auspices of the General Assembly, potentially supported by periodic United Nations Water Conferences
with negotiated outcomes or agreed political declarations. Some proposals suggest accompanying political
processes with strengthened implementation arrangements, shared objectives or follow-up mechanisms,
and enhanced means of implementation, including financing, to support sustained progress. Others stress
the importance of reinforcing existing frameworks and avoiding institutional proliferation. There is broad
consensus, however, that the progress achieved under SDG 6 must not be lost in any transition beyond
2030.

In the absence of deliberate action, the risk of further fragmentation across successor frameworks remains
significant. Growing pressures from climate change, rapid urbanization, conflict, and economic instability
compound these risks, making the 2026 United Nations Water Conference a critical juncture for
multilateral water governance.

IV. Solutions

41.

42.

43.

Addressing the challenges outlined above will require integrated, coordinated and implementation-
oriented approaches across multilateral processes. This includes embedding water across global
frameworks, strengthening linkages between commitments and implementation, reinforcing enabling
conditions such as data, finance, capacity and inclusive participation, and improving system-wide
coordination. The initiatives below illustrate how multilateral cooperation can support more coordinated
and effective action, and present opportunities to be advanced or scaled.

Enhancing multilateral integration of water

At the global level, recent developments across multilateral environmental processes illustrate a growing
integration of water into major multilateral frameworks. The inclusion of water-related considerations in
global climate, biodiversity and desertification outcome documents underscores increasing recognition of
water’s role in resilience, ecosystem integrity and risk reduction, and improves coherence across sectors.
These developments offer entry points for more integrated approaches that deliver co-benefits across the
Sustainable Development Goals, climate adaptation, biodiversity conservation, and disaster risk reduction.

Experience from other agendas highlight how more formalised, predictable institutional arrangements can
support continuity, accountability, and implementation, offering relevant insights for multilateral water
governance. For example, the oceans agenda anchors multilateral action in legally binding instruments,
including the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea and the Agreement on the Conservation
and Sustainable Use of Marine Biological Diversity of Areas beyond National Jurisdiction, with robust
institutional arrangements and governance bodies, alongside regular intergovernmental processes such as
the United Nations Ocean Conferences, which adopt political declarations as negotiated outcome
documents. Meanwhile, international efforts on disaster risk reduction are guided by successive
intergovernmental frameworks, most recently the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-
2030, coordinated by the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction and supported by regular
review processes and monitoring arrangements and aligned with related multilateral processes, including
the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement.?’

2 DRR and UNDRR’s history, available at: https://www.undrr.org/our-work/history.
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Efforts toward more structured institutional arrangements for water have gained attention in recent years.
The Global Water Organization, launched in 2025 at the initiative of Saudi Arabia together with seven
founding Member States, illustrates this trend. Operating independently from the United Nations system
as an intergovernmental initiative headquartered in Riyadh, it aims to advance international cooperation
on water through a dedicated platform for policy dialogue, capacity development, knowledge exchange
and engagement on financing and investment.

At the same time, proposals have been advanced to establish a more formalised structure for water within
the United Nations system, including a dedicated entity on water. Possible options could draw on different
institutional arrangements in other sectors, including the General Assembly-endorsed inter-agency
coordination mechanism for oceans (UN-Oceans), the Secretariat-based office for disaster risk reduction
(UNDRR), and the specialized agency model in health (WHO).”

Regional frameworks and mechanisms play a critical role in complementing global multilateral policies.
The Africa Water Vision 2063 provides an example of a long-term strategic framework that guides water
governance at the regional level, aligning water priorities with the African Union’s Agenda 2063 with the
guidance of the African Ministers’ Council on Water. The Water Framework Directive of the European
Union, in place since 2000, establishes a legally binding, long-term framework for water governance
across European Union Member States, setting common objectives for river basin management, ecological
status and sustainable water use, while aligning water policy with European Union objectives. Such
approaches illustrate how regional processes can serve as important multilateral fora, supporting the
translation of global commitments into context-specific implementation pathways while reinforcing
coherence across governance levels.

Translating multilateral commitments into implementation

Enhancing the translation of multilateral commitments into implementation remains a key priority,
including through stronger alignment between global processes, national action and investment decisions
and localization, including through the role of UN Resident Coordinators and UN country teams,
recognising that implementation ultimately takes place at the local level.

Multilateral cooperation mechanisms demonstrate how coordinated approaches can support
implementation across shared water systems. For example, the Global Environment Facility’s
international waters focal area®® has provided grant financing for multi-country collaboration, supporting
the creation and operationalization of joint basin and aquifer management institutions in multiple regions,
while the World Bank Group-managed Cooperation in International Waters in Africa?’ programme has
supported coordinated action across major river basins including the Nile, Niger and Zambezi. These
experiences demonstrate how multilateral platforms can enable joint implementation across countries and
sectors.

Emerging initiatives highlight approaches to linking cooperation frameworks with investment and
implementation. The Blue Peace Financing Initiative?® demonstrates how transboundary cooperation
frameworks can be translated into joint investment planning, the development of bankable pipelines of
shared water and resilience projects, and the use of blended-finance tools to mobilize public and private
capital across borders. The Global Water Investment Platform?’ similarly illustrates how multilateral
commitments can be connected to coordinated investment mechanisms by aligning governments,
development banks, investors, and philanthropies around investment-ready water projects, bridging the
gap between policy commitments and financial decision-making. The World Bank Group's Water

26 Global Environment Facility (GEF), International Waters, available at: https://www.thegef.org/what-we-
do/topics/international-waters

27 World Bank, Cooperation in International Waters in Africa (CIWA), available at:
https://www.ciwaprogram.org/

28 See https://www.uncdf.org/blue-peace-financing-initiative

2 See https://gipwater.org
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Forward initiative,* launched in 2026, further illustrates this trend, aligning multilateral development
banks, governments, and private and philanthropic partners around country-led water compacts to
mobilize investment in water security.

Experience from transboundary water cooperation illustrates how institutional arrangements can support
sustained implementation and provide continuity across political cycles. River basin organisations such
as the Organisation pour la Mise en Valeur du fleuve Sénégal (OMVS), as well as long-standing
cooperation frameworks in the Rhine and Danube basins, demonstrate how legal frameworks, data-sharing
mechanisms and joint institutions can translate multilateral principles into operational coordination,
including through joint management of water infrastructure, coordinated flood response, and basin-level
planning and allocation arrangements across countries.

Taken together, these experiences point to the importance of enhancing links between multilateral
processes and implementation at national, basin and local levels, including through greater coherence
across policy, institutional and investment frameworks. Achieving this will require systematic alignment
between multilateral processes, national planning systems, and investment decision-making, as well as
strengthened coordination across governance levels.

Data, monitoring, and information systems

Robust data, monitoring, and information systems play a vital role in supporting transparency,
accountability, and evidence-based decision-making, and are closely linked to broader institutional,
technical, and human capacity.

SDG 6 monitoring offers a unique, globally agreed framework to systematically track progress across a
broad range of water and sanitation challenges through a comprehensive and integrated set of indicators.
The UN-Water Integrated Monitoring Initiative for SDG 6 (IMI-SDG6)?! provides the framework for
monitoring progress across all SDG 6 indicators and, through the leadership of the SDG 6 indicators
Custodian Agencies, it is part of the 2030 Agenda UN Statistics Division processes for SDG reporting.
For example, within this framework, the triennial data drives for SDG indicators 6.5.1 and 6.5.2,
coordinated by UNEP, UNECE and UNESCO, bring together national authorities and technical experts
to report on transboundary water cooperation and integrated water resources management. Similarly, the
collaborative reporting processes for SDG indicator 6.6.1 by UNEP and the Convention on Wetlands
demonstrate how joint monitoring efforts across multiple agencies can support data harmonisation and
strengthen cooperation, even in the absence of formal institutional arrangements. Voluntary Local
Reviews emphasize participatory strategies which enable municipalities to report on SDG progress and
strengthen links between local monitoring and global accountability processes. These approaches
highlight the potential of shared contributions towards monitoring frameworks to support transparency,
comparability, and mutual accountability across multilateral processes.

A growing ecosystem of multilateral data and monitoring initiatives contributes to strengthening the
evidence base for multilateral water governance and supports SDG 6 implementation. The WHO/UNICEF
Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene® has reported country, regional
and global estimates of progress on drinking water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) since 1990. FAO’s
AQUASTAT 3 platform has, since 1994, compiled and disseminated data on water resources and
agricultural use, including SDG 6.4 indicators on water stress and use efficiency. The UN-Water Global
Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-Water (GLAAS)?3* has reported on means of

30 See https://www.worldbank.org/ext/en/water

31 UN-Water, Integrated Monitoring Initiative for SDG 6 (IMI-SDG6), available at:
https://www.unwater.org/our-work/integrated-monitoring-initiative-sdg-6

32 World Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). Joint Monitoring
Programme for Water Supply, Sanitation and Hygiene. Available at: https://washdata.org/

3 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), AQUASTAT database, available at:
https://data.apps.fao.org/aquastat

3 World Health Organization (WHO). UN-Water Global Analysis and Assessment of Sanitation and Drinking-
Water (GLAAS). Available at: https://glaas.who.int/
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implementation since 2007. WMO’s Hydrological Status and Outlook System (HydroSOS)* provides
information on hydrological conditions, while the Early Warnings for All*® initiative, co-led by WMO,
UNDRR, ITU and IFRC, supports universal access to multi-hazard early warning systems, including by
strengthening disaster risk analytics. The combined reporting under the UN Water Convention and on
SDG indicator 6.5.2 allows countries to track progress on transboundary water cooperation. The Global
Framework on Water Scarcity in Agriculture (WASAG), hosted by FAQO, fosters collaborative responses
to water scarcity and consistent monitoring systems, and the GEO-Wetlands®’ initiative strengthens the
use of Earth Observation tools for wetland preservation and restoration. These initiatives illustrate how
coordinated data systems, forecasting tools and knowledge platforms can support informed decision-
making and implementation across scales.

Strengthening capacity across data, monitoring and accountability systems, including through shared
metrics, standards, scorecards and transparent reporting mechanisms, may facilitate more evidence-based
decision-making and improve comparability across countries and processes. Advances in digital tools,
satellite observation, open science, artificial intelligence, and real-time monitoring systems offer
opportunities to enhance transparency and decision-making. Expanding access to technologies, including
through South-South and triangular cooperation and bridging the digital divide, is particularly important
for addressing persistent capacity constraints in developing countries. Harnessing such technologies at
scale requires sustained investment, durable technical capacity and improved coordination across data
systems and institutions.

Enhancing the science-policy interface remains an important dimension of multilateral water governance.
The Global Commission on the Economics of Water, convened by the Government of the Netherlands
and facilitated by OECD, has brought together policymakers, researchers, and stakeholders to reframe
water as a global common good. Further consideration could be given to mechanisms that support the
integration of scientific and economic evidence into multilateral processes.

Enhancing stakeholder engagement

Supporting inclusive, transparent, and evidence-based governance mechanisms can help bridge local
realities with global decision-making in multilateral water processes. This requires moving beyond ad hoc
participation toward structured and predictable arrangements that enable stakeholders to meaningfully
contribute across the full policy cycle, from agenda-setting and design to implementation, monitoring, and
review, with particular attention to relevant groups that are often underrepresented in intergovernmental
processes. Participation modalities must be adequately resourced and designed to allow sufficient time for
consultation, coordination, and feedback. Addressing regulatory, financial, linguistic, digital, geographic,
and capacity barriers is essential to ensure equitable participation and integrate local knowledge, lived
experience, and rights-based perspectives into outcomes, follow-up, and implementation.

Existing multi-stakeholder platforms provide examples of how inclusive engagement can be
institutionalized. Civil society organizations, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, women, children
and youth, academia and other non-State actors play important roles in multilateral water governance,
including as long-term Partners in UN-Water and through engagement in the Integrated Monitoring
Initiative for SDG 6 on data collection and sharing, joint reporting, capacity-building and accountability.
UNESCO'’s recently adopted Youth4Water initiative similarly illustrates efforts to institutionalise youth
engagement in water governance, capacity development, and innovation, reflecting growing recognition
of the value of inclusive and intergenerational approaches. Scaling such partnership-based and
outcome-oriented approaches across multilateral water processes could help transform stakeholder
engagement into a durable driver of coherence, trust, and impact.

33 World Meteorological Organization (WMO), Hydrological Status and Outlook System (HydroSOS), available
at: https://wmohydrosos.ceh.ac.uk/

3 United Nations, Early Warnings for All (EW4All) initiative, available at: https://earlywarningsforall.org

37 Convention on Wetlands, GEO-Wetlands, available at: https://www.ramsar.org/our-work/activities/geo-
wetlands
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Strengthening United Nations coordination and institutional coherence

The multilateral system for water governance is characterised by a high degree of institutional
fragmentation, with water-related responsibilities distributed across more than 30 United Nations entities,
funds, and programmes, as well as across a range of intergovernmental processes and external initiatives.
While this diversity reflects the cross-sectoral and interdependent nature of water, it also presents
persistent challenges for coherence, coordination, and accountability across the system.

UN-Water plays a leading role as the coordination mechanism for water and sanitation within the United
Nations system, bringing together 36 United Nations entities and more than 50 partner organisations with
water-related mandates. It provides a platform for information exchange, joint initiatives, and system-
wide alignment, including through the Integrated Monitoring Initiative for SDG 6 and SDG data portal.
UN-Water was tasked by the United Nations Secretary-General to coordinate the preparation and
implementation of the United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation, reporting on it
under the Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review mandate.3® However, as a coordination mechanism
rather than an intergovernmental body, UN-Water does not have a formal intergovernmental mandate to
set policy or enforce system-wide accountability across entities. Its effectiveness therefore depends on
voluntary cooperation and alignment among participating organisations, which can limit its ability to
ensure system-wide coherence.?® These structural characteristics have contributed to discussions among
Member States on whether strengthening UN-Water, or complementing it with formalised institutional
arrangements, such as through the evolution of the UN-Water secretariat into a coordination office, may
be necessary to position UN-Water as an enabler of joint delivery across the United Nations system.

Recent efforts have sought to strengthen system-wide coordination and coherence across the United
Nations system. Under the leadership of the UN-Water Chair, the United Nations System-wide Strategy
for Water and Sanitation adopted in 2024 and its Collaborative Implementation Plan launched in July
2025 represent significant steps toward reducing fragmentation across United Nations entities with water-
related responsibilities. The Collaborative Implementation Plan provides a roadmap for more coherent
and effective support, including through time-bound actions, alignment of agency workplans, a joint
monitoring framework and budget support through the UN-Water Inter-Agency Trust Fund. It also
establishes six Priority Collaborative Actions*’, supported by 150 contributing actions, that provide a basis
for strengthening coordinated United Nations action on water, including in support of the 2026 and 2028
United Nations Conferences on Water. Additional progress was reflected in the recognition of SDG 6
acceleration in the 2024 Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review mandate. These developments
demonstrate how system-wide coherence can be operationalised. Further strengthening could focus on
reinforcing accountability for delivery, enhancing transparency of progress, and exploring the application
of similar approaches across other multilateral processes. These efforts are also being undertaken in the
context of broader United Nations future-readying and reform, including the UN 2.0 transformation and
the UNSO initiative which aims to enhance efficiency, coherence and accountability.

The appointment of the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy on Water in 2024 represents a
significant development in elevating political momentum around the water agenda within the United
Nations system and beyond. By promoting coherence across water-related processes, strengthening
international cooperation, and supporting the implementation of water-related goals and targets, the Envoy
has served as a high-level focal point for political advocacy and engagement with Member States and
stakeholders, representing a tangible success in the follow-up to the United Nations 2023 Water
Conference. While the establishment of the Envoy has elevated political attention and cohesion, enhanced
support and structured engagement with senior officials, other envoys and special rapporteurs on devising
effective ways for mainstreaming water considerations in global policy discussions could reinforce
continuity, engagement, and accountability across multilateral water-related processes.

3% General Assembly resolution 79/226

39 UN-Water. 2025 Mid-term External Review of the UN-Water 2030 Strategy. Available at:
https://www.unwater.org/publications/2025-mid-term-external-review-un-water-2030-strategy

40 See https://www.unwater.org/our-work/un-system-wide-strategy-water-and-sanitation/priority-collaborative-
actions
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63. These experiences point to potential pathways for reinforcing the institutional anchoring of water within
the United Nations multilateral system, including through more structured approaches to coordination,
monitoring, and accountability, while building on existing arrangements. A range of options have emerged
for consideration, spanning both intergovernmental processes and arrangements for United Nations
system coordination, including beyond 2030 (Figure II). These options include the establishment of a
comprehensive intergovernmental process on water under the United Nations, with regular conferences
and negotiated outcomes, the establishment of a United Nations global framework on water, and the
consideration of dedicated legally binding instruments, alongside reinforced United Nations system
coordination through existing mechanisms. Existing and well-functioning intergovernmental legal
frameworks, including the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and
International Lakes and its Protocol on Water and Health, and the Convention on Wetlands, also offer
foundations that can be reinforced and systematically integrated within multilateral processes. Options
vary in their level of ambition and degree of institutionalisation, are not all mutually exclusive, and are
presented to support dialogue among Member States.

Figure 11
Illustrative options for strengthening the United Nations multilateral anchoring of water

Intergovernmental processes UN system coordination
[ International legally binding instrument on water ] [ Dedicated UN organisation on water ]
Global framework on water
with follow-up and review processes

Positioning “Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation
for all” beyond 2030, with strengthened monitoring and review architecture

[ Regular UN-Water J [ with negotiated ] [ Strengthened mandate and resourcing of UN- J

Level of institutionalisation

Conferences outcomes Water
Ad hoc UN-Water without negotiated Improved coordination through the UN System-
Conferences outcomes wide Strategy and its Collaborative
Implementation Plan
[ Enhanced data, monitoring, accountability and follow-up ]
Strengthened existing multilateral and intergovernmental
arrangements and processes

V. Recommendations and conclusions

64. Water remains at the heart of sustainable development, underpinning progress across the 2030 Agenda
and shaping outcomes related to human rights, health, climate, biodiversity, food systems, and
development. Considerable progress has been made in elevating water within the multilateral system,
strengthening cooperation and mobilising action across processes and initiatives.
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65.

(2)

At the same time, challenges related to fragmentation, coherence and implementation continue to constrain
collective progress. To support dialogue among Member States on strengthening multilateral water
governance, the following recommendations are made:

Ensure sustained political visibility, coherence and follow-up, including beyond 2030, by
further strengthening and institutionalising multilateral water governance in the United
Nations

66. Water governance arrangements must sustain political visibility and build on the SDG 6 architecture.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

Strengthening existing and well-functioning intergovernmental platforms and frameworks, such as the
two United Nations water conventions, remains important. Stronger linkages and shared learning across
the 2023, 2026 and 2028 United Nations Water Conferences could be supported through more structured
follow-up arrangements and clearer connections to national implementation processes. In addition to
reinforcing multilateral water governance in existing intergovernmental platforms, greater coherence and
continuity may be achieved by building on the existing mandates of the United Nations Conferences on
Water to establish a regular intergovernmental process on water, including periodic United Nations
Conferences on Water with defined mandates, action-oriented negotiated outcomes, agreed political
declarations where appropriate, and robust follow up and review. Additional options include developing
a United Nations framework on water or dedicated legally binding instruments.

United Nations system-wide coordination on water and sanitation could be improved through enhanced
institutional arrangements for the UN-Water coordinating mechanism, as well as strengthened resourcing
and accountability for the UN-Water coordinating mechanism. Building on the implementation of the
United Nations System-wide Strategy on Water and Sanitation and its Collaborative Implementation Plan
provides a foundation for more aligned and results-oriented action across the system.

Such approaches should support the implementation of internationally agreed water-related goals and
commitments, including the progressive realisation of the human rights to water and sanitation, while
reinforcing coherence, accountability, and continuity of political attention across the multilateral system.

(b) Mainstream water as a cross-cutting enabler across major multilateral frameworks

Water should be recognised as a foundational enabler that underpins the multilateral landscape, including
major global frameworks related to climate, biodiversity, desertification, disaster risk reduction, food
systems, and development. Stronger coherence could be achieved through improved alignment of
water-related objectives, targets, indicators, and review processes across intergovernmental frameworks,
including more structured and regular consideration of water in global negotiations, outcomes, and
follow-up mechanisms.

Multilateral climate and biodiversity processes and agendas, nationally determined contributions, national
adaptation plans, national biodiversity strategies and action plans, and relevant development and sectoral
plans, can support coherence across policy frameworks and align objectives. Establishing stronger
linkages across these instruments will consolidate integrated planning, enable systematic consideration of
trade-offs and synergies, and reinforce water’s role as a cross-cutting enabler.

(¢) Strengthen pathways from global water commitments to implementation at all levels

Effective implementation of global water commitments requires clearer pathways from policy to delivery
at national, transboundary, and local levels, embedding SDG localization within multilateral water
processes beyond planning frameworks to include investment strategies and delivery mechanisms. This
includes leveraging the role of United Nations Resident Coordinators and United Nations country teams
to translate global commitments into coordinated country-level action, strengthening multilevel
governance arrangements and defining implementation roles across governance levels. Greater emphasis
must be placed at the multilateral level on delivery mechanisms, with stronger linkages to financing,
capacity support, and timelines.

More effective implementation would benefit from improved coordination among multilateral processes,
national institutions, and financing actors, such as international financial institutions and development
partners, including by reducing duplication across initiatives. Existing arrangements, including river basin
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74.
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76.

organisations and multi-country cooperation frameworks, offer models for sustained and coordinated
implementation across shared water systems.

(d) Enhance capacity, data, monitoring and accountability to support evidence-based
multilateral water governance

Expand data availability, improve comparability and support accountability across multilateral processes,
including using shared indicators, targets and transparent reporting systems. This may include
strengthening existing United Nations system monitoring frameworks, such as the UN-Water Integrated
Monitoring Initiative for SDG 6, and expanding the use of shared metrics, standards, scorecards, and
reporting mechanisms to track progress and inform decision-making.

Strengthen capacity development, including UN-Water’s Capacity Development Initiative, technology
transfer and access to people-centred digital tools, including for countries in special situations such as
least developed countries, landlocked developing countries and small island developing States, to support
both implementation and informed and effective engagement in multilateral processes, while reducing
capacity gaps and ensuring that no one is left behind.

(e) Enable structured, inclusive, and sustained stakeholder engagement across multilateral
water processes

Promote structured, inclusive and adequately resourced participation of stakeholders, including civil
society, Indigenous Peoples, local communities, women, children and youth, academia, the private sector,
local and regional authorities, basin organisations and water and sanitation service providers, across
multilateral water processes as core partners in translating multilateral commitments into action. This may
include institutionalising stakeholder participation in intergovernmental water processes; strengthening
links between regional and global stakeholder mechanisms; and establishing mechanisms to financially
support the participation of stakeholders, particularly from developing countries.

Moving beyond ad hoc or consultative approaches, sustained engagement may help bridge local realities
with global decision-making, strengthen accountability, and enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of
multilateral water governance. Such approaches may support the integration of diverse knowledge
systems, including scientific, local, Indigenous, and traditional knowledge, into policy development and
implementation, to ensure that decision-making considers the interests and perspectives of future
generations.

VI. Guiding questions

16/17

Positioning and integration: Water currently is positioned across major multilateral agreements and
mechanisms but is often addressed in parallel. How might integration and coherence be further
strengthened to support more effective implementation and enhance collective impact?

Learning and good practice: What insights can be drawn from existing water-related multilateral
agreements, frameworks, and initiatives, including the Water Action Agenda, to strengthen integrated and
cross-sectoral water governance, and how can these arrangements and mechanisms be made more
effective?

Governance, accountability and follow-up: What approaches could strengthen more coherent
coordination, accountability and follow-up across multilateral water-related initiatives, building on
existing roles and platforms, such as the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development, UN-
Water, the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy on Water, existing reporting mechanisms



and the outcomes of United Nations Water Conferences, including through inclusive engagement of
relevant stakeholders and non-state actors?

Support to means of implementation: How can multilateral processes better mobilise, align and
strengthen means of implementation, including through financing, data, capacity development and
knowledge-sharing, to accelerate implementation at national, basin and local levels, particularly for
developing countries, countries in special situations and vulnerable communities? How can Member
States mobilise greater intergovernmental commitment, financing and partnerships to address the global
water crisis?

Future of water in multilateralism: How should water be positioned in the future, including beyond
2030, within evolving global development and governance frameworks, including considerations related
to system-wide coherence, regular intergovernmental engagement, institutional arrangements and
approaches to long-term monitoring, review, and implementation? What commitments and actions from
Member States are needed to ensure that water remains an intergovernmental priority across multilateral
processes?
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