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Global Water Challenges 

 

Today we live in a water scarce world, which not only affects humans but also our 

freshwater ecosystems and species. 

Our current global water challenges: 

 Of all species, freshwater species are declining the fastest, especially in the 
tropical regions (70% decline of Living Planet Index since 1970) 

 41% of the world's human population lives in areas of severe water stress 

 800 million people lack access to safe drinking water 

 2.6 billion lack adequate sanitation services 

 ~70% of rivers longer than 1000 km do not reach the sea 

 Water pollution is high, especially in developing countries where up to 70% of 
industrial wastewater is disposed without treatment 

 It is estimated the effects of climate change, which are expected to be most 

severe in developing countries, will exacerbate water problems and lead to 
changing and erratic rainfall patterns, droughts and floods 

These challenges will grow further as a result of three megatrends: 

 First, the worldв's population is expected to peak at 9 billion by 2050. Already in 

2025, 65% of the world's population and 1/3 of the land area will be in severe 

water stress due to additional food and water requirements. Most of the 3 billion 

additional people will live in cities in the developing world with poor water and 

sanitation infrastructure. Increasing water scarcity leads to increased potential 
for conflicts. 

 Temperature increase of 1-2 degrees by 2050. Climate change results in higher 

weather variability, less freshwater stored in ice, more droughts and floods, and 
changes in the ecosystem due to higher water temperatures. 

 Urbanization and rising incomes, especially in BRIC countries, leading to higher 

consumption patterns. To feed the larger and richer population a near doubling 

of water for irrigation is needed and will result in higher per capita water 
requirements, especially through shifts in demand for different types of food. 

What is stewardship? 

There is no agreed definition for Water Stewardship, but it is a term that has been 

increasingly used by companies and NGO’s to describe a growing private sector engagement 

with water issues. In essence, Water Stewardship can be described as actions on the part of 

companies who seek to improve the efficiency and cleanliness of their internal operations 

and in their supply chain, while also facilitating the sustainable management of shared 

freshwater resources through collaboration with other businesses, governments, NGOs, 
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communities, and others. Stewardship implies that there is both an internal and external 

component to water issues. In turn these issues will require a much broader response, as 

well as an appreciation of how water is managed as a shared and public resource. 

Stewardship recognises that business risk is ultimately created when water is poorly 

managed or over-exploited - creating changes in the physical nature of water that may have 

impact on society, business, government and the environment. 

Alliance for Water Stewardship 

 The Alliance for Water Stewardship was formed in response to the growing global water 

stewardship challenges. Initially begun by The Nature Conservancy, the Pacific Institute and 

Water Stewardship Australia to develop the AWS’s mission: to promote the use of 

freshwater in a way that is socially beneficial, environmentally responsible and economically 

sustainable. To this end, the AWS is developing a global water stewardship program that 

recognizes and rewards water users and managers who take significant steps to minimize 

their negative water impacts and improve their positive water impacts. At the heart of the 

program is the development of an International Water Stewardship Standard based on 

critical aspects of water stewardship such as ensuring good governance, managing flows 

and water balance, water quality, and protecting, managing or restoring important areas 

(such as HCVs, protected areas, or cultural sites). The standard is in the draft phase and is 

being developed via an ISEAL-compliant process. 

 Ultimately the AWS hopes that the Standard will represent the “gold standard” of water 

stewardship throughout the world – similar to what FSC has become in the forestry sector. 

 Click here more information (http://www.allianceforwaterstewardship.org/)  

The Water Action Hub ("the Hub") 

There is a need for organized and readily accessible information to help businesses 

understand their options for collective action on water issues, particularly who they can 

work with in a particular region of interest. The Water Action Hub (the Hub) is an enabling 

platform designed to address this need to promote collaboration among business and other 

stakeholders. It helps companies efficiently identify potential collaborators and engage with 

them in water-related collective action to improve water management in regions of critical 

strategic interest. 

It does so by allowing companies and other organizations to more effectively understand 

which stakeholders are active in particular river basins and any relevant water-related 

initiatives these stakeholders are undertaking. The core of this online tool is a data 

management system that facilitates match-making through efficient interoperability of a 

wide range of information sets. The Hub allows users to identify potential collective action 

opportunities via four primary entry points: river basins, organizations, projects, and 

collaboration action areas. To find matches, Hub users will be able to search across 

information sets and filtering criteria, including global/trans-regional action areas, a specific 

geography of interest, perceived local water challenges, scope of existing on-the-ground 
projects, or type of partner organization sought. 

The Hub will also include a simple mapping function that visually places organizations’ 

salient water-related projects within river basin maps. Each river basin map will profile 
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projects and link to additional information entered by Hub users for their respective 
projects. 

To join the Hub please visit: http://wateractionhub.org/accounts/register/ 

Public policy engagement 

The management and provision of water for domestic and productive use is typically a 

public sector responsibility, albeit with private sector water industry involvement under 

specific circumstances. For many years, governments and international development 

agencies have been engaged in formulating and implementing public policy around the most 

suitable principles and most effective approaches to manage (and regulate) the protection, 

development and utilisation of water resources (i.e. rivers, aquifers, dams, etc), as well as 

the associated delivery of water supply and sanitation services to households, farms and 

businesses. 

 The typical position of the private sector (particularly companies that use water in 

production) has been to resist increased regulation, or in specific circumstances to provide 

financial and/or management expertise on contract or in partnership to government. In 

most countries, the underlying assumption was that with adequate management there 

would be enough water of adequate quality for economic production, while meeting the 

basic social needs of people for water. In the past decade, this paradigm has shifted with 

the recognition of water as finite resource with ecological, social and economic requirements 

within a continually changing environment. 

 It is important to recognise that business has always engaged with public policy around 

water, specifically to ensure that the regulatory environment is coherent between 

government departments, predictable and stable over time, consistently applied to all 

enterprises and enables competitiveness (including profit and return on investment). 

Historically this has mainly resulted in the polarisation of business lobbying for less 

regulation and government proposing regulation to protect social and environmental 

interests. In furthering their interests, multinational and national corporates are well versed 

in lobbying and negotiating policy positions with government bureaucrats and politicians. 

With the increasing recognition that water and environmental resources are threatened and 

business sustainability is dependent upon a regulatory license and a social licence to 

operate, corporates are accepting the need for reasonable regulation, as long as it is 

coherent, predictable and consistently applied. Thus corporate engagement is shifting to 

cooperative advocacy for regulation of water allocation and licensing from water resources 

and for regulation of water supply, sanitation access, and pricing in urban settings. 

Public policy engagement can take many forms. The following highlights a number of these, 

presented in order of increasing corporate commitment, resources and exposure: 
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 • Advocacy / lobbying / influencing (“changing the way things are done”) – is particularly 

effective in fluid policy or strategy environment, where high level decisions are being made, 

or alternatively through one-on-one interaction with decision makers. 

 

• Self-regulation (“ensuring we all do things in the same way”) – is particularly relevant 

where there is a need for concerted action to address joint risk between users and interests 

in a specific watershed, but regulatory capacity is weak and is unlikely to achieve the 

required outcomes. 

• Partnership (‘jointly taking responsibility for action”) – is particularly necessary to build 

ownership/responsibility around joint action, which may be given effect through one or 

more of the other engagements (and may also include collaboration with other corporates 

or NGOs). 

• Financial support / facilitation (“ensuring financial resources to do things”) – is particularly 

relevant for capital intensive interventions (such as infrastructure), which may be enabled 

by agreement for future payments (rather than initial capital) or facilitated through 3rd 

parties. 

• Institutional strengthening (“improving the ability of others to do things”) – is particularly 

effective where government capacity is weak and existing institutions require technical-

managerial capacity or new institutions are required, at a local or basin level. 

• Implementation (“doing it yourself - taking over the role of government”) – is particularly 

effective for local response to specific problems with direct operational impacts, but is 

associated with massive financial and reputational risks (including exit). 

 Developing a Water Stewardship strategy 

The water stewardships steps approach is designed by WWF to help situate and better 

understand the differing activities of companies and to show where different companies 

were acting on water issues. The steps do not represent a wholesale description of action 

for every company, especially considering that the local nature of water will dictate where 

some companies engage. They also do not distinguish sectoral and geographic differences, 

associated risk exposure, and the scale at which a company wants to (or has to) act. 

These steps help guide any Water Stewardship strategy. While they are basic in definition 

there is a lot of depth and detail to each step. There is clearly an overlap between steps, 

meaning that they should not be seen as prescriptive and contained, but rather fluid and 

inter-connected. 

The steps are also not meant to be linear in the sense that companies make a graduation 

between the steps as they evolve in their thinking and experience. Instead, they are an 

iterative process of learning, acting, doing and improving. Lastly, not all companies will take 

this journey. Depending upon the sector, their risk, their ambition, etc, they may work at 

certain parts of these steps. 



1. Water Awareness – Gaining an awareness of water issues – in terms of how water 

impacts business and how business impacts water – is an on-going and iterative step for all 

companies. A key facet of awareness is internal engagement. From the CEO level to plant 

managers and suppliers and employees, building awareness can help companies ‘sell’ the 

water story within to elicit action where it matters. Water awareness can also highlight how 

a company is perceived by others, including basin stakeholders, the press, and consumers, 

which in turn influences the degree of risk that a particular company faces. External debates 

and their sector-specific implications will inform a company’s understanding of water and its 
associated risks, and will influence strategy and interventions. 

At its most basic, water awareness must include a (high level) understanding of the global 

water challenges, the dependence a company has on freshwater and their exposure to 

water-related risks. 

2. Knowledge of Impact – Impact refers to the wider understanding of where a company’s 

‘footprint’ is actually located in terms of direct (company operations) and indirect (supply 

chain) water dependencies. This generally includes measuring elements of water use, as 

well as an estimation of ‘impact’ on water resources. In this step, many companies begin to 

look beyond the fence line of their operations to understand the wider context of their water 
use, including global debates, peer examples, and relevant watershed issues. 

Hot-spot and risk analysis can help drive understanding of these impacts. These 

assessments should include the ‘context’ of the basin, as well as the identification of high 

risk ‘hot spots’ caused by water quantity and/or quality issues. 

3. Internal Action – Internal action implies that some element of learning and prioritisation 

has occurred and a strategy (of some sort) is in place. For most companies, this is the more 

comfortable first step of getting one’s own house in order by outlining goals, targets, 

actions, and plans that will help tackle the more immediate solutions to the problem - the 

low-hanging fruit. Internal action tends to incorporate the following crucial activities: 

company targets to reduce baseline water use; launch of water efficiency pilot projects; 

engagement with employees, consumers and marketing to address opportunities and risks; 
improvement of water quantity and quality reporting; and pollution prevention. 

This is also the step where companies begin engaging their suppliers, and assess how to 

take action to realize supply chain improvements through alternative sourcing, product 
innovation, or improved management of water in the production of raw materials. 

4. Stakeholder engagement – In this step, a recognition that working with others and at 

various scales (global fora to local water groups) is a necessary part of a robust water 

stewardship strategy. Engagement with stakeholders where company water use and 

associated risk is high can help mitigate basin-related risks, boost reputation on water 

issues, and build brand trust and loyalty. Stakeholders can be anyone from other users in a 

particular watershed, to other companies, NGOs, sector initiatives, public agencies, and 

standard-setting bodies. 

Stakeholder engagement can take the form of participation in public fora to address water 

management issues, support for freshwater conservation projects in watersheds of 

importance to company operations, partnerships with watershed groups, NGOs or other 

companies that pool technical, human, and financial resources to conserve and improve 

freshwater resources, and participation in collective actions to improve water management 



such as the effort currently under way to develop and promote a global standard for water 
stewardship. 

5. Influence governance – Depending on the sector and their exposure to risk, this step can 

be one of the trickiest for companies. It is also where engagement can bring about higher 

risk (perhaps for shorter periods) but is nonetheless a course of action which requires 
careful planning and thought. 

The motivation for engagement is usually due to circumstances of direct impact to a 

company, and depending will consist of actions ranging from advocacy, influencing or 

lobbying, partnership, financial support, facilitation, institutional strengthening etc. This will 

also reflect the scale at which intervention takes place, either local, watershed or at a 
National/state level. 

In some places, companies may choose to use this strategy if risk is high or the imperative 

for better management from public authorities is seen as a future risk. Most engagement 

activity will depend on the sector and their ability to influence, whether or not they are a 

strategic partner of government (energy, water provision) or if they are a manufacturer of 

goods. The opportunities through engagement can mean a significant loss of risk, including 

social and legal license to operate and clearer and consistent laws and regulations that 

govern company water use. 

 


