
1

2023 GLOBAL Water Policy Report

GLOBAL Water Policy Report
Listening to National Water Leaders

2023

waterpolicygroup.com

In partnership with



© Water Policy Group 2023. Published June 2023.
The ideas and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and do 

not necessarily reflect the views of the University of New South Wales Sydney nor any 
organisations or institutions the authors are affiliated with.

Suggested citation: Water Policy Group, 2023. 
2023 Global Water Policy Report

Cover photo: Inside the assembly hall, during the UN 2023 Water Conference at the United 
Nations Headquarters in New York, USA. Credit: James Morschel, Australian Department of  

Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT)

ISBN:    978-0-7334-4073-1

In partnership with

About  
Water Policy Group

The Water Policy Group is comprised of people who have been 
decision-makers and trusted advisers within governments and 

international bodies handling complex water policy and strategy. 
Water Policy Group members have the common goal that their 

knowledge, networks and practical experience can help achieve the 
sustainable development of water resources.

For more, see waterpolicygroup.com



3

2023 GLOBAL Water Policy Report

Taro field in the Hanalei valley of Kauai Hawaii  
© Adobe Stock



4

2023 GLOBAL Water Policy Report

Satellite view of Nile River, Red Sea and 
Mediterranean Sea. 
© Adobe Stock



5

2023 GLOBAL Water Policy Report

FOREWORD
We now know that the most useful 
international scientific processes are 
those that can provide water data and 
information, forecasts, projections and 
assessments that can be used at a country 
scale.

And we are now reassured that integration 
of water and other outcomes may not be 
as much of a problem at the national level 
as we had previously assumed based on 
our experience within the United Nations.

We know all this because national water 
leaders of 92 countries, with three quarters 
of world’s population in all regions and all 
income categories, have contributed their 
experience and wisdom to this landmark 
report of the Water Policy Group.  Through 
this ambitious project, their collective 
advice has been shared with everyone 
at the recent United Nations 2023 Water 
Conference.  The Conference greatly 
benefited from the availability of this 
information and its echoes can be seen in 
the Conference outcomes.

H E Csaba Kőrösi
President of the 77th session of the 
United Nations General Assembly

This year is seeing many advances in how 
the world engages in water issues. 

In particular, this year the world is focussed 
on how improved outcomes on water can 
contribute to the many other outcomes that 
are necessary for sustainable development, 
such as food security, energy security, 
public health, economic development, and 
climate adaptation and mitigation.

Science is being rightly placed at the centre 
of water policy making. Governments want 
to know the consequences of the water 
policy choices they face, and are rightly 
asking for more and better information.

There is now a clear understanding of the 
interlocking risks of climate change, floods, 
droughts, and unmet demand for water.

There is now acknowledgement of the 
many ways international processes can 
support national efforts to improve water 
outcomes. 

We now know that a global platform 
for countries to make public their water 
commitments, now formalised as the 
‘Water Action Agenda’ will help raise 
the priority of water in governments by 
facilitating better cross-sectoral alignment 
and attracting additional funding.

We also know that national efforts to 
improve water outcomes will benefit from 
partnerships and international guidance 
on policy and practice, agreed principles 
and common standards, approaches or 
procedures, and by sharing of case studies 
and experiences.
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Preface
Water Policy Group is committed to 
supporting efforts to improve water 
outcomes everywhere.

Given the basic responsibility of 
governments for the well-being of the 
people under their jurisdiction, we are 
deeply interested in the experience and 
opinions of the Ministers and the senior 
officials who have this responsibility within 
governments.

Policy makers and water practitioners 
in all countries and in all international 
organisations committed to improved 
water outcomes will also be interested in 
the particular and shared experience of 
these national water leaders. 

This is the second report in our Global 
Water Policy Report: Listening to National 
Water Leaders series.

Our 2021 Global Water Policy report, 
involving national water leaders of 88 
countries, was focused on the most 
topical issues of that time – the risks and 
challenges they then faced, the effect of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the usefulness of 
the SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework, 
and national experience with groundwater 
issues.

This second report has been prepared to 
inform global dialogue at the key water-
related events of 2023, particularly the 
United Nations 2023 Water Conference 
and any follow-up processes.  It therefore 
focusses on current risks and challenges, 
how international processes can best 
support improved water outcomes at the 
national level, and issues of integration 
with other sectors.  It is the result of a 
collaboration with national water leaders 
of 92 countries of all regions and income 
categories.  

Water Policy Group hopes the information 
in this report can be helpful to everyone 
working to improve water outcomes. 

Pablo Bereciartua 
Anne Castle
Mercedes Castro
Dr Jane Doolan
Felicia Marcus
Dhesigen Naidoo 
Oyun Sanjaarsuren
Tony Slatyer
Tom Soo
Dr Olcay Ünver 
Water Policy Group

Professor Greg Leslie
Global Water Institute,  
University of New South Wales
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AT a glance

Climate change, the climate-related disasters of droughts and 
floods and increasing demand for water are the greatest risks 

their countries face.

 
Inadequate infrastructure and data along with fragmented 

institutions are their greatest challenges.

There are many ways that international processes can help to 
address these risks and challenges.

The most useful international scientific processes are those that 
can provide water data and information, forecasts, projections 

and scenarios, as well as monitoring, evaluations, and 
assessments that can be used at a within-country scale.

Platforms like the Water Action Agenda, for countries to make 
public commitments in relation to water, can help raise the 

priority of water in their government.

There is generally good alignment within governments about 
the importance of good water outcomes for achieving other 

government objectives.

For most issues discussed in this report, there is little difference 
in results from countries of different national income levels.

.

In the opinion of national water leaders of 92 
countries across all regions and national income 

categories, and with a combined population of 5.7 
billion, who participated in this project...
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A waterfall in Samoa.  
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

ABOUT THE PROJECT

In 2021, Water Policy Group released the first Global Water Policy Report reflecting the 
opinions and perspectives of national water leaders of 88 countries on risks and challenges 
they faced, how the COVID-19 pandemic was affecting their priorities, their experiences 
with implementing the water-related Sustainable Development Goals, their opinions on 
providing or receiving development assistance, and their experiences with the management 
of groundwater--as groundwater was the United Nations (UN) water theme for 2022.  This 
project resulted in a Global Report and separate reports for Africa and for the Asia-Pacific 
region.

In 2022, Water Policy Group offered  a second edition of the Global Water Policy Report, to 
collect the opinions and perspectives of national water leaders on issues to be considered at 
the United Nations 2023 Water Conference (22-24 March 2023). The offer was extended to 
UN member States at the Preparatory Meeting for the UN Water Conference in October 2022.

Following that meeting, invitations were sent by the President of the UN General Assembly 
(PGA) to all UN member States, through their UN New York-based Permanent Representatives, 
for Ministers responsible for water matters (or their top officials) to respond to the Water 
Policy Group survey.  The invitations and the survey itself were provided in six languages: 
Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish.

The project collected the opinions and perspectives of national water leaders drawn from 
their personal experience and aggregated these results at the global level, with potential 
to break this down by region and by income group whilst maintaining the confidentiality of 
individual responses.  

Outcomes were provided to member States in presentations at the UN 2023 Water Conference 
and in a brochure of key findings. This second edition of the Water Policy Report sets out the 
findings in full. 

PARTICIPANTS AND THEIR countries

Ministers, top official and other persons with national water responsibilities and qualifying as 
‘national water leaders’ were eligible to complete the survey questionnaire. 

Participants were asked to describe their role as either a Minister responsible for water in a 
national government, head of a national water department or agency, senior official or advisor 
responsible for water in a national government, or an ‘other national water leader role’ to be 
self-described in writing. 
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Participants with ‘other roles’ were considered to be eligible if their self-description 
indicated they (1) are in a national government ministry with responsibilities for water 
policy, strategy, planning, or coordination; (2) are highly likely to have a high degree of 
influence over water policy, planning, or coordination at the national level; or (3) were the 
responsible Minister or water agency head within the past two years.

Only one response was analysed for each country. This was the response of the most 
senior ranked participant.  In this report of the key findings, the term ‘response’ means 
the response of this person. 

Eligible responses were received from 92 countries across all regions, representing 48% 
of UN member States. The responding countries have a combined population of 5.7 
billion--73% of the world’s population.

Responses were well spread through income classifications (Fig 1.1) and regionally 
(Table 1.1) 

		Definitely	useful

		Probably	useful

		Probably	not	useful

		Definitely	not	useful

Figure	3.2

		Definitely	have	access

		Probably	have	access

		Probably	don’t	have	access

		Definitely	don’t	have	access

Figure	3.4
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Figure	3.5
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Figure	1.1			Income	group

23
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14
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This Report contains a selection of graphs and tables illustrating some of the data that 
is discussed. Graphs and /or tables of all the data upon which this report is based are 
available online (www.waterpolicygroup.com).

Fig 1.1: Survey participants’ income classifications

UN	Region* No.	of	countries	with	
eligible	responses	/	
Total	no.	of	countries	

Regional	percentage Share	in	the	total	
number	of	eligible	

responses

Sub-Saharan Africa 25 / 48 52% 27.20%

Northern Africa and Western Asia 16 / 23 70% 17.40%

Central and Southern Asia 5 / 14 36% 5.40%

Eastern and South-Eastern Asia 6 / 16 38% 6.50%

Latin America and the Caribbean 12 / 33 36% 13%

Oceania 12 / 14 86% 13%

Europe and North America 16 / 45 36% 17.40%

GLOBAL 92 / 193 48% 100% 

Figure	1.1
TABLE 1.1: Survey participation by region 
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CHAPTER 2  
risks and 

challenges

 Water Management Risks

From a set of ten risks, national water leaders were asked to identify the top three which 
they think are the greatest risks to maintaining or achieving good water management in 
their country—ranked in order of importance. These ‘risks’ are matters that are generally 
outside the immediate control of governments and are risks that water management 
policies need to address. 

Findings indicate that ‘climate change’ is perceived as the greatest risk, with climate-related 
risks of droughts and floods, and increased demand for water, also highly ranked (Fig. 2.1).
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  Percentage of countries ranked 1st         Percentage of countries ranked 2nd          Percentage of countries ranked 3rd

0	 20	 40	 60	 80	 100

Climate change

Increasing demand for water
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Poor water quality  
for household use

Unpredictable rainfall and  
inflow to dams

Water use by one or  
more upstream countries

Poor water quality for other uses

Any other risks

Water supply commitments to one 
or more downstream countries

Fig 2.1: Risks to achieving good water management for all surveyed countries
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.

This result is highly aligned with the 2021 Global Water Policy Report, where the same four 
factors (climate, demand, droughts, and floods) dominated the responses.

Both then and now, these four risks rate much more strongly than any of the others, 
including transboundary and water quality issues.

Climate change is perceived as the highest risk across all income classifications, most 
prominently for low income countries.  For high income countries, ‘Increasing demand for 
water’ is ranked as a lower risk than ‘droughts’ and ‘floods,’ possibly due to more developed 
infrastructure and lower population and economic pressure in these countries. Water 
quality is a ranked as a higher risk by respondents of low income countries than by other 
income categories.

 Water Management CHALLENGES

From a list of ten challenges, national water leaders were also asked to identify the top 
three which they think are the greatest challenges to maintaining or achieving good water 
management in their country, ranked in order of importance. These ‘challenges’ are issues 
largely of a policy and administrative nature which are within the control of governments. If 
respondents believed another challenge outside of the nine listed should be ranked in the 
top three, they were provided space to define and rank this challenge.

The greatest challenge (i.e., most often ranked in the ‘top three’) is ‘inadequate infrastructure,’ 
while issues with data and fragmentation of institutions are also highly ranked (Fig 2.2).
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priority for the government
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Fig 2.2: Challenges to achieving or maintaining good water managament nationally
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Fragmentation of water related institutions and responsibilities, while highly ranked, is 
of relatively less concern than in the previous survey, though it still ranks as the second 
greatest challenge, above infrastructure, for high income countries.

The political challenge of ‘public resistance’ is seen as a ‘top three’ challenge by very few 
national water leaders. 

These results largely hold across all income classifications, except that in high income 
countries, the greatest challenge is seen as ‘conflict between water user groups, including 
the environment’. 

Flood in Emilia Romagna Italy 
© Adobe Stock
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CHAPTER 3 
multilateral

processes
.
Due to the primary purpose of this report being to inform discussions at the United Nations 
2023 Water Conference, national water leaders were asked about the role of the United 
Nations and the utility of international processes in carrying out their responsibilities within 
their countries.

National water leaders were asked to rank up to three types of international processes, 
including of the United Nations, for their helpfulness in achieving good water outcomes 
in their country.  Nine processes were listed, with space provided for the respondents to 
describe any other processes if they wished. The expression ‘good water outcomes’ was 
defined, in accordance with Sustainable Development Goal 6, as ‘availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.’

Processes that deliver scientific information relevant at the country and regional scale were 
the most often ranked in the ‘top three’ choices.  The result strongly affirms the importance 
of international processes that can deliver this kind of information and is the subject of 
further findings under ‘science processes’  on page 20.

Many other choices also rank highly, validating efforts to broaden the range of international 
processes that can be mobilised to support national efforts.  These include:

•	 providing a platform for countries to make public their intended future actions in 	
	 relation to water – with further findings on this under ‘commitment processes’ 	
	 below;  
•	 providing guidance on policy and practice;
•	 agreeing on principles, common standards, approaches or procedures; 
•	 sharing of case studies and ‘best practice’ examples; 
•	 providing scientific information including data collection and analysis relevant to 	
	 your region and country  (see more on this below);
•	 encouraging interdisciplinary scientific research and development and triggering 	
	 innovations across sectors; and
•	 promoting the importance of water across governmental sectors.

These results apply to all income classifications except that high income countries place 
greatest value on sharing of case studies and best practices. Very few national water 
leaders considered international processes for engagement with non-water stakeholders 
and monitoring progress towards goals to be more helpful to them than the other choices.



17

2023 GLOBAL Water Policy Report

Minister 
perspectives

A serving Minister of a 
country in the Northern 

Africa and Western 
Asia region says it 

would be helpful for 
achieving good water 

outcomes in their 
country if international 

processes would “…
(assist the) transition 

from emergency 
to developmental 

interventions.“

A serving Minister 
of a country in the 
Latin America and 

Caribbean Eastern says 
it would be helpful for 
achieving good water 

outcomes in their 
country if international 
processes would also 

“… (encourage and 
provide) funding for 

scientific research and 
innovations.”
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including data collection and analysis 

relevant to your region and country
By promoting the importance  

of water across sectors

By sharing of case studies and  
‘best practice’ examples

By providing guidance  
on policy and practice
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By encouraging interdisciplinary 
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By providing a platform for countries 

to make public their intended  
future actions in relation to water

By assessing and overseeing 
progress towards their goals

By engaging  
non-water stakeholders

Any other reasons

Fig 3.1: utility of international processes in assisting the achievement of good water outcomes    
               nationally

.

These results relate to some of the proposals discussed at the United Nations 2023 Water 
Conference, as reported in the conference summary released by the President of the 
General Assembly. For example, “a platform for countries to make public their intended 
future actions” describes the ‘Water Action Agenda’; “scientific information relevant to your 
region and country” describes the purpose of the science outcomes; and “guidance on 
policy and practice” describes the ‘scaffolding for integrated policy frameworks to support 
water management’. The water action agenda and science topics are further explored in 
the folowing section.
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 � International ‘Commitment’ Processes

National water leaders were asked whether, in their opinion, a United Nations platform for 
countries to make public their intended future actions in relation to water would help raise 
the priority of water for their government. This question was asked to determine attitudes 
to the proposed ‘Water Action Agenda’ as a centrepiece of the United Nations 2023 Water 
Conference. 

The great majority of responses (89%) consider that an international platform for countries 
to make their intended water actions public would definitely or probably be useful in raising 
the priority of water for their government (Fig 3.2).  
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		Probably	useful

		Probably	not	useful

		Definitely	not	useful

Figure	3.2

		Definitely	have	access
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		Probably	don’t	have	access
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Figure	3.4
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Figure	3.5
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Fig 3.2:  utility of public international commitment processes in raising the priority of water within    
               government

This result is observed across all income classifications – with 93% of upper middle 
income countries,  95% of lower middle income countries, and 93% of low income 
countries considering that an international platform for countries to make their intended 
water actions public would definitely or probably help raise the priority of water for their 
government. In high income countries, the figure was slightly lower – 76%. Overall, this 
indicates strong support for mechanisms such as The Partnership Platform of the SDG 6 
Global Acceleration Framework and the proposed Water Action Agenda. 

Respondents who answered ‘definitely or probably’ to this question (from 82 countries) 
were then asked to identify the most useful outcomes (at the country level) from the global 
exposure of planned national water actions*. The most frequently cited outcomes were 
facilitating better cross-sectoral alignment and attracting additional funding (Fig 3.3).

*Not all respondents that answered ‘definitely or probably’ provided an answer to the subsequent 
question
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Fig 3.3  Reasons why a United Nations platform for countries to make public their intended future actions  
               in relation to water would be useful in achieving good water outcomes nationally 
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country in the Eastern 

and South-Eastern 
Asia region says “The 

platform may also 
provide opportunity 
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developing country. This 

will help to facilitate 
the infrastructure 

development 
and investment 

opportunities/portfolio of 
the economy”.

Landscape of Torres del Paine 
National Park, Chile 
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 � International science Processes

National water leaders were asked whether they thought they had access to sufficient 
scientific services to help achieve good water outcomes in their country. Interestingly, two-
thirds (66%) of responses considered they definitely or probably have this access (Fig 3.4).
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Fig 3.4:  Accessibility of sufficient scientific services to assist in achieving good water outcomes 
nationally

This result was seen across most income classifications with 80% of the high income 
countries,  68% of the lower middle income countries and 71% of low income countries 
considering they definitely or probably had access to sufficient scientific services to help 
achieve good water outcomes in their country. However, the upper middle income countries 
showed a different result with only 50% considering they had access to sufficient scientific 
services.

National water leaders were then asked whether information about water at a global and 
regional scale, prepared through an international science effort (of all relevant sciences, 
including economics, social sciences, and natural sciences) would help achieve improved 
water outcomes within their country.

Despite the result reported in Fig 3.4, that national water leaders of most countries (66%) 
felt they had access to sufficient scientific services, the overwhelming majority (88%) still 
considered that further information generated through an international effort would either 
definitely or probably help them achieve improved water outcomes (Fig 3.5). 

Fig 3.5:  Utility of information about water at a global and regional scale, prepared through an 
international science effort, in assisting to achieve improved water outcomes
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This result holds for all income classifications. 88% of the responses of high income 
countries consider this would definitely or probably help them, rising to 90% in upper 
middle income countries, 91% in lower middle income countries and 100% for low income 
countries.

Respondents who answered ‘definitely or probably’ to this question (from 80 countries) 
were then asked to identify the kinds of scientific services from an international science 
effort that would be most useful for their work*. The highest ranked services were ‘water 
data and information that can be used at a country scale’ (52%), ’forecasts, projections 
and scenarios that can be used as a country scale’ (45%), and ‘monitoring, evaluations and 
assessments’ that can be used as a country scale (42%), depicted in Fig 3.6.

W
at

er
 d

at
a 

an
d 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ab
le

 to
 b

e 
us

ed
 a

t a
  

co
un

tr
y 

sc
al

e

Fo
re

ca
st

s,
 p

ro
je

ct
io

ns
, 

sc
en

ar
io

s 
ab

le
 to

 b
e  

us
ed

 a
t a

 c
ou

nt
ry

 s
ca

le

M
on

ito
rin

g,
 e

va
lu

.a
tio

n,
 

as
se

ss
m

en
ts

 a
bl

e 
to

 b
e 

us
ed

 
at

 a
 c

ou
nt

ry
 s

ca
le

Ca
pa

ci
ty

 d
ev

el
op

m
en

t o
f 

na
tio

na
l s

ci
en

tifi
c 

se
rv

ic
es

To
ol

s 
to

 a
ss

is
t w

ith
 b

en
efi

t 
an

d 
co

st
 a

na
ly

se
s 

an
d  

tra
de

-o
ff

 d
ec

is
io

ns

Ac
ce

ss
 to

 te
ch

no
lo

gy
 

im
pr

ov
em

en
ts

Ca
se

 s
tu

di
es

  
(e

.g
., 

de
m

on
st

ra
tin

g 
pr

ac
tic

al
 

en
gi

ne
er

in
g 

an
d 

na
tu

re
 

ba
se

d 
so

lu
tio

ns
)

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

to
 u

nd
er

pi
n 

tra
ns

bo
un

da
ry

 ri
ve

r b
as

in
 

m
an

ag
em

en
t

So
ci

al
 s

ci
en

ce
s 

to
ol

s  
(e

.g
., 

on
 c

om
m

un
ity

 
be

ha
vi

or
)

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

to
 s

up
po

rt
  

cr
is

is
 a

nd
 d

is
ru

pt
io

n 
re

sp
on

se
 o

pt
io

ns

An
y 

ot
he

r r
ea

so
ns

  Percentage of countries ranked 3rd

  Percentage of countries ranked 2nd

  Percentage of countries ranked 1st

Figure	3.6

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Figure	3.6

  Percentage of countries ranked 1st         Percentage of countries ranked 2nd          Percentage of countries ranked 3rd

0	 10	 20	 30	 40	 50	 60	 70	 80

Water data and information able  
to be used at a country scale

Forecasts, projections, scenarios 
able to be used at a country scale

Monitoring, evaluation, assessments 
able to be used at a country scale

Capacity development of national 
scientific services

Tools to assist with benefit and cost 
analyses and trade-off decisions

Access to technology  
improvements

Case studies (e.g., demonstrating 
practical engineering and  

nature based solutions)
Information to underpin transboundary 

river basin management

Social sciences tools  
(e.g., on community behavior)

Information to support crisis and 
disruption response options

Any other reasons

Fig 3.6:  Types of scientific services from an international science effort considered to be most useful

*Not all respondents from 80 
countries that answered  
‘definitely or probably’ 
provided an answer to the 
subsequent question.

These results generally apply across all income classifications with country-relevant water 
data and information being particularly useful for low income countries, and forecasts, 
projections and scenarios being more important for high income countries.
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Akkopru Dam on Dalaman River 
in Turkey 
© Adobe Stock
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A key issue for the United Nations 2023 Water Conference was the role of water in 
contributing to other government priorities, with Interactive Dialogues held on how water 
could contribute to public health, food security, energy security, economic development, 
climate change (mitigation and adaptation), environment, and disaster risk reduction 
objectives.  The section explores issues of how well understood these interlinkages are at 
the national level.

National water leaders were asked a series of questions to assess whether there are 
different perceptions between different Ministers within a national government of the 
importance of water to achieving broader government objectives.  They were first asked 
for their own opinion, then for their view as to the opinions of the leaders of these other 
sectors, and finally for their opinion on the reasons for any major differences. 

The overwhelming majority of responses (ranging from 88% for energy security up to 99% 
for climate change and environment), consider good water outcomes to be essential or 
very important for achieving these objectives (Fig 4.1). 

CHAPTER 4 
CROSS-sectoral

integrationFigure	4.1
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Fig 4.1:  Importance of good water outcomes for achieving other national government objectives
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Sheep searching for 
something to eat in a dry 
dusty paddock during a dust 
storm in drought-stricken 
New South Wales, Australia
© Shutterstock.

This result largely applies across all income classifications, with the most differentiation in 
the area of energy security, where a lower proportion of respondents of high income (80%) 
and upper middle income (76%) countries considered good water outcomes to be essential 
or very important to energy security objectives.

National water leaders were asked whether, in their opinion, the Minister/s responsible for 
each of the other objectives thinks good water outcomes are less important for achieving 
their objectives than they do. 

A considerable majority of responses say there are not different perceptions within the 
government about the importance of water to achieving each of the ‘other’ SDG objectives. 
This majority ranged from 70% (economic development) to 88% (environment) and was 
reasonably consistent across income classifications. 

Fig 4.2:  National water leaders’ perceptions of other Ministers’ views on the importance of good water  
                outcomes for other government objectives

Figure	4.2
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This unexpected result suggests while cross-sectoral integration may continue to be a 
valid concern at the global level, this is of less concern at the national level—at least at the 
ministerial level.
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Fig 4.3:  Reasons why there is a perception that the Minister/s responsible for economic development  
                has a different view from the Water Minister on the importance of good water outcomes to  
                achieving economic development objectivesFigure	4.3
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For the relatively few countries in which there were thought to be to be different perceptions 
within the government, respondents were then asked why they thought this was the case by 
ranking up to three reasons. 

The results of this question are provided only for the objective of ‘economic development’ 
given that this was where we found the highest proportion (30%) of different perceptions 
about the importance of water (Fig 4.2). For this relatively small sample (26 countries) the 
most frequently ranked reason is that ‘importance of good water outcomes to economic 
development objectives is not well understood in the government’. The next most frequently 
ranked reason is that ‘water responsibilities are too fragmented to enable a common 
government view on the importance of water to economic development objectives’ (Fig 4.3).

Cages for fish farming in the 
Adriatic Sea 
© Adobe Stock
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This project set out to contribute information and data about key questions to be considered 
at the United Nations 2023 Water Conference, particularly on the views of national water 
leaders on the risks and challenges to achieving good water outcomes, how international 
processes can best support national efforts to achieve better water outcomes, and how 
well integrated water objectives are with other public policy objectives at the national level. 

National water leaders from 92 countries generously shared their experience and 
perspectives on these matters.  In their opinion: 

 Climate change, climate-related disasters of droughts and floods, and increased 
demand for water are the greatest ‘risks’ (as described in chapter 2) to maintaining or 
achieving good water outcomes;

  Infrastructure, data and institutions are the greatest ‘challenges’ (as described in 
chapter 2) to maintaining or achieving good water outcomes;

  International processes can make the most useful contributions to national progress 
with water goals by providing a platform for countries to make public water commitments, 
providing guidance on policy and practice, agreeing on principles and common standards, 
approaches, or procedures, sharing of case studies and best practices, providing scientific 
information (broadly defined), encouraging interdisciplinary scientific research and 
development for innovations across sectors, and promoting the importance of water 
across sectors;

  The most useful international scientific processes are those that can provide water 
data and information, forecasts, projections and scenarios and monitoring, evaluations, 
and assessments that can be used at a country scale;

  A United Nations platform for countries to make their intended water actions public 
will help raise the priority of water in their government by facilitating better cross-sectoral 
alignment and attracting additional funding;

  There are surprisingly similar perceptions within governments about the importance of 
good water outcomes for achieving other government objectives, specifically public health, 
food security, energy security, economic development, climate change, environment, and 
disaster risk reduction; 

CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS
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  There are surprisingly similar perceptions within governments about the importance of 
good water outcomes for achieving other government objectives, specifically public health, 
food security, energy security, economic development, climate change, environment, and 
disaster risk reduction; 

  Where there are the most different perceptions about the importance of water, this is 
mainly due to poor understanding of the role of water, and water responsibilities being too 
fragmented to enable a common government view on the importance of water to economic 
development objectives; and

  The considerable similarity across income classifications in most of the responses 
suggest that despite economic disparities, national water leaders share similar experiences 
of risks, challenges, interaction with international processes, and integration within 
government, and thus may have much to learn from each other.

From this project, Water Policy Group concludes that the multilateral efforts on climate 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction, science and information, governance, and to operate 
commitment platforms like the Water Action Agenda, will be particularly useful in 
supporting national efforts to achieve better water outcomes.  We also conclude that while 
cross-sectoral integration may continue to be valid concern at the global level, this is of less 
concern at the national level.

Finally, from the high level of interest in these results at the UN 2023 Water Conference 
and since, Water Policy Group concludes that this kind of aggregated feedback from 
national water leaders can help connect global scale agendas to the practical world of 
water decision-making. We are most grateful to the participants for generously sharing 
their experiences.

A child holding green 
vegetables in the dry season 
© Adobe Stock
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APPENDIX
EXPLANATORY 
INFORMATIONYapola river in Ladakh, near 

Wanla village, Himalayas  
© Adobe Stock
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APPENDIX
EXPLANATORY 
INFORMATION

 �Overview

Information presented in the Global Water Policy report was generated using 
qualitative and quantitative analysis of alphanumeric and text responses to the 2022 
Water Leaders Survey. 

Invitations to participate in the survey were distributed by the President of the United 
Nations General Assembly (PGA) to all UN member States through UN New York 
Permanent Representatives, for Ministers responsible for water matters or their top 
officials. The survey was translated from English into five additional languages by the 
Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) Australia, and made available in Arabic, Chinese, 
English, French, Russian and Spanish. The survey opened on 22nd November 2022 
and was accessed via an online format through the QualtricsXM platform.  It contained 
15 primary questions, some with additional sub-questions covering; meta-data on the 
nationality and role of the respondent; water risk and challenges; multilateral processes 
and cross-sectoral integration. The survey closed on the 24th February 2023. Survey 
responses were exported into IBM SPSS Statistics version 26 for the purpose of data 
analysis.

 Ethical standards
To ensure the project complied with the highest standards in ethical research a Negligible 
Risk Application was filed with the UNSW Sydney Human Research Advisory Panel 
(HC220554) which operates in accordance with, and applies the criteria specified in, the 
Commonwealth of Australia’s National Health and Medical Research Council’s (NHMRC) 
National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research . Approval to proceed with 
the research was received from the executive on 21st September 2022. 

In November 2022, invitations to participate in the survey were distributed by the 
President of the United Nations General Assembly (PGA) to all UN member States 
through UN New York Permanent Representatives, for Ministers responsible for water 
matters or their top officials. The online survey was available in six languages: Arabic, 
Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish.

 �Ensuring the anonymity of respondents
Participation in the survey was voluntary and respondents were not asked to supply 
any identifying information, such as their name or gender. To maintain confidentiality 
and encourage candid responses, meta-data on the professional status of an individual 
national water leader and their country of affiliation cannot be identified from the data 
presented in this report. While respondent classifications were used to determine the 
most senior response from each country, the leadership status of any respondent 
cannot be identified from data presented in this report. Respondents were asked to 
identify and select one of the 194 countries on the register of the United Nations Member 
States, however, the national affiliation of any respondent cannot be identified from data 
presented in this report. 
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 �Distribution of surveyed countries
The responses were grouped according to the geographic regions defined under the Standard 
Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use (known as M49) of the United Nations Statistics 
Division (https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/#geo-regions) as shown in the map 
and country lists at nstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/regional-groups, which combines some of 
the M49 regions.

In addition, responses were grouped according to income classification (GNI per capita) in 
accordance with the World Bank country classifications by income-level . The designations 
employed and the presentation of the material in this survey do not imply the expression of any 
opinion whatsoever on the part of Water Policy Group or UNSW Sydney concerning the legal 
status of any place or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
All the results, aggregated by income classification, are available on  www.waterpolicygroup.
com.  Results for some country groupings will be published separately.

 �Defining national water leaders and qualifying responses
To ensure the integrity of the survey as a true reflection of the opinions of National Water 
Leaders, the seniority of each respondent was determined according to their self-description. 
Respondents advising they were ‘National Government Ministers with responsibility for the 
water portfolio’; ‘heads of national water departments or agencies’ or ‘senior officials or Advisors 
responsible for water in a national government’ were accepted as qualifying as ‘national water 
leaders’ without further assessment.  

Respondents advising they had other credentials were asked to describe these in text. 
These ‘other roles’ were considered to qualify  if their self-description indicated they: (1) have 
responsibility for water policy, strategy, planning, or coordination in the national government; (2) 
have a high degree of influence over water policy, planning, or coordination at the national level 
(e.g., due to the small size of the country); or (3) were the responsible Minister or water agency 
head within the past two years.

 �normalising to countries
This report gives results by country.  All countries have the same weight in the report, regardless 
of their population or any other factor.   Where was more than one qualifying response from a 
country, to avoid the complexity of weighting responses according to the status of respondents, 
only the response of the most senior category of respondent from each participating country 
was included in the analysis. 

Where there were multiple responses from participants classified in the same category, the 
response included was the first received or the response that had the most complete data.

Where there were no qualifying respondents from a country, that country was not included in 
the analysis or counted in the report.  
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Franconia Notch State Park 
White Mountain National 
Forest, New Hampshire, USA 
© Adobe Stock
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