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In September 2017, the United Nations (UN) adopted a dedicated
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) on water. For years, water
had been undervalued, underpriced and too often taken for
granted, so Goal 6 on water and sanitation was a momentous
recognition of water’s crucial policy importance. Though just one
of 17 SDGs, this goal also sits at the heart of many of them: water
is essential for food security, health, cities, sustainable
consumption and production, and terrestrial ecosystems.

But this recognition remains partial and fragile: weeks after SDG 6 was adopted in

New York, water was not on the COP21 agenda in Paris. And yet one of the most

fundamental impacts of climate change is on the global water cycle and regional

weather patterns, which in turn affect access to water resources for food
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production, drinking and sanitation, energy, industry and ecosystems. It also

increases the risk of floods, droughts and wildfires.

Managing water must now be placed at the heart

of successful adaptation strategies and climate

resilience . Fortunately, the water community is

advancing the policy agenda via other means: in

2017, the UN General Assembly re-ignited a

dialogue on global water governance to better

integrate and co-ordinate the work of the UN on water-related SDGs. The COP23 in

Bonn in November hosted a Water Day devoted to actions to help implement the

Paris Climate Agreement. And last year, the Roundtable on Financing Water (a

joint initiative by the government of the Netherlands, the OECD and the World

Water Council) was founded to provide a global public-private platform to

strengthen the evidence base and spur effective collaboration between the water

community and financiers.

Lack of funding is a recurrent theme in global water discussions. And there is a

compelling human rights and economic case for investment in water. The Human

Right to Water and Sanitation, recognised by the UN General Assembly in 2010,

has yet to become a reality for a significant share of the global population. WHO

estimates that, as of 2015, 2.1 billion people still lacked access to safely managed

drinking water services and 4.5 billion lacked access to sanitation compatible with

the SDG 6 objectives. The benefits from strategic investment in water security

could exceed hundreds of billions of dollars annually. In developed countries,

investments in flood and resilience infrastructure protect valuable assets against

flood risks. In developing countries, the benefits would accrue essentially in terms

of improved health and productivity gains (especially for women) and ensuring

children’s (especially girls’) ability to go to school.

Yet finance isn’t flowing at the scale required. To achieve universal and equitable

access to safe and affordable drinking water, and adequate and equitable

sanitation and hygiene for all by 2030,the World Bank estimates that capital

investment must triple to reach US$1.7 trillion. In addition,operating and

maintenance costs will be higher. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the

United Nations (FAO) has projected that an estimated US$960 billion of capital

investment is needed to expand and improve irrigation in 93 developing countries

between 2005 and 2050.

Valuing water for positive return on investment

The current economic climate and abundance of global capital provide a window

of opportunity to scale up water-friendly infrastructure investment that

contributes to sustainable growth. In many advanced economies, interest rates

are close to zero, increasing the fiscal space available to governments to support

investments in urban development, irrigation, energy and industry.

‘‘Managing water must now
be placed at the heart of
successful adaptation
strategies and climate
resilience  
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Mainstreaming water considerations into development finance portfolios in

energy, transport, agriculture and climate would provide additional resources to

reduce vulnerability to water risks and enhance resilience and adaptive capacity.

Innovative technologies such as membranes, energy recovery, and digitisation

provide further opportunities for investment and business development. New

business models can convert investment benefits into revenue streams, thus

improving the risk-return profile of water investments. For instance, investments

in floodplains or wetlands could be financed by capturing some of the value added

that such nature-based infrastructure provide properties in terms of flood

protection.

Blended finance which strategically combines development funds and financial

instruments to mobilise private investment towards sustainable goals is a

promising way to leverage contributions from different sources of finance with

different risk appetites to make projects more bankable. Investments in water

security can maximise net benefits when portfolios of projects are considered as

part of a long-term strategy. Governments have a role to play by putting in place

institutions and policies that promote such innovative practices at scale.

The 2030 Development Agenda is now gaining traction and the global community

is striving to translate the aims of the Paris Agreement into financing flows and

investment. A sizeable share of these investments therefore has the potential to

facilitate access to safe water and sanitation, and protect against risks of floods,

droughts, or water pollution.

Whether you are a financier or a professional in urban development, agriculture

or energy, you have a role to play. The Roundtable on Financing Water provides a

platform to accelerate investments in water at scale. Please visit www.oecd.org/

environment/resources/roundtableon financingwater.htm and contribute to

ensuring that water can deliver investment-grade opportunities, a condition for

other investments to deliver expected outcomes and returns, in both developed

and developing countries.

Share article at http://oe.cd/2bU
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