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HIGH LEVEL INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON THE IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THE INTERNATIONAL DECADE FOR ACTION “WATER FOR LIFE”, 2005-
2015  
 
Summary of the Session on Progress and Achievements, Lessons Learnt and Best 
Practices from the Implementation of the International Water for Life Decade 2005-
2015 
9th of June 2015 
 
Objectives of the Session  
The Water for Life Decade was initiated to accelerate the implementation of the water related international goals 
by helping coordinate and adding coherence to existing actions of a myriad of actors and by facilitating new 
actions.  Where in the previous 10 years there had been limited progress on water and sanitation, it was felt that 
better coordination across the United Nations system and beyond might push actions to deal with the global water 
and sanitation crisis higher up the agenda. A dedicated era was envisaged to facilitate/further the process of 
water cooperation across sectors, stakeholders and national boundaries, which is considered indispensable to 
make integrated and sustainable water governance work.The mandate was for a Decade for Action, 2005-2015. 
After 10 years, did it work? 
 
The objective of the session has been to take stock of the Water for Life Decade from a global perspective. It 
aimed: a) To present and debate achievements and lessons on what worked best and what did not work for the 
realisation of the objectives of the International Decade for Action ‘Water for Life’ 2005-2015; b) To draw lessons 
on the value added and role of the International Water for Life Decade, and to identify the types of activities that 
were most useful; c) To assess the need for and to draw recommendations for a new Decade.  There were 
presentations and panel responses on thee main themes: 1) Basic Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Services and 
Women’s engagement; 2) Integrated Water Resources Management and Water Cooperation; and 3) Global 
Actors and Processes.  This reports summarises the main inputs and discussions during the session to serve to 
revise the three discussion documents prepared on the above themes for the session.   
 
Participants: Moderators, Key Note Speakers and Respondants 
The session was attended by over 250 people. The moderator was: Aaron Salzberg, Department of State, United 
States of America. The Key Note Speakers were: Sanjay Wijesekera,  Chief of Water, Sanitation  and Hygiene, 
UNICEF; Heincz Balázs, Water Coordinator, Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Government of Hungary; and 
Josefina Maestu, Director, United Nations Office to Support the International Decade for Action: ´Water for Life´ 
2005-2015. The panelists/respondents were:  Alice Bouman-Dentener, Vice Chair Steering Committee,  Global 
Water Partnership: Francois Muenger, Special Envoy for Water, Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation; Peter Thomson,  Permanent Representative of Fiji to the United Nations; Kenzo Hiroki, United 
Nations Secretary General´s Advisory Board on Water and Sanitation;  Htun Lwin Oo, Secretary of the National 
Water Resources Committee and Director General of Water Resources and Improvement of River Systems 
Republic of the Union of Myanmar; Corinne Schuster-Wallace, United Nations University, Institute for Water, 
Environment & Health.  
 
Main results from the Session 
 
1.- Progress, Achievements and Lessons Learnt during the Decade 
 
Without question remarkable progress has been made during the Decade. In the area of WASH there 
has been a significant increase in access and in investments for basic water and sanitation services.  As 
reported by the  Joint Monitoring Programme the target for safe access to an improved water supply 
was achieved five years ahead of schedule. In terms of individual countries, the stories about how each 
has mobilised change vary according to particular national conditions.  It is also the case that the world 
has missed the sanitation target. In 47 countries, less than half the population uses improved sanitation 
in 2015 and substantially faster progress is needed to eliminate open defecation, especially in Southern 
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Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. We are aware that averages mask huge disparities in acces to water 
supply and to sanitation but also how closing the gap in one generation would be possible. There is a 
considerable urban and rural as well as a wealth related divide with considerable gender 
disparity in access, especially in least developed countries. The richest 20% have still much 
higher access than do other less wealthy groups and the gap is increasing. Setting up clear global goals 
and targets and targets to be met by certain deadlines, and have proved to be an efficient way to 
mobilize actors and make progress. 
 
WASH Lessons from UNICEF from the Joint Monitoring Programme:  
1/ To address inequalities in WASH access, three levels of assessment are key. Progress towards meeting the 
target; rate of progress as set against the target for each population group; reduction of inequalities 
2/ A well-governed sector achieves results. 
Lead and enable through analysis to identify bottlenecks; Planning allocating resources transparently; Setting 
policies and standards to address inequalities. 
Coordinate and manage through deciding institutional roles and responsibilities; Coordinating partners around a 
single plan; holding people accountable for results 
Support and maintain through monitoring progress and taking collective action; financing and supporting frontline 
staff; investing in capacity for operation and maintainence  
3/ Start by focusing on behaviours (eg. From open defecation to handwashing to an understanding of the health 
benefits of uncontaminated water sources for the community) 
4/ Monitoring can improve sustainability of services 
5/ Climate variability will affect WASH services and should be 
factored in at the planning stage 
 
The UNU-INWEH study revealed the importance of social capital with 
respect to community involvement and achieving sustainability of 
interventions. Involving civil society proved to be beneficial, in 
particular for hard-to-reach areas in least developed countries which 
are the unfinished business of the MDGs. 
Over the decade Integrated Water Resources Management and 
Water Cooperation have substantially improved 
 
Close to 80 % of countries now have adopted national IWRM 
planning. Now water management at basin level even if it’s largely 
recognized. GWP being the advocate for and promoter of Integrated 
Water Resources Management from its inception has been working to 
insure that there has been acceptance and internalization of the 
IWRM concept in all its aspects, in particular intersectoral and 
transboundary water cooperation and the inclusion of all stakeholders 
in the development and implementation of policies and programmes.  
But making sustainable integrated water management a reality is a 
long-term process and having national policy and planning is only a 
first step.  
 
During the Decade we have seen the emergence of innovative Public Private Partnerships with more and more 
companies and multinationals for which water is essential for their production. We could mentioned, for example, 
The 2030 Water Resources Group (2030 WRG) whose mission is to address global water crises based on the 
understanding that governments, the private sector, and civil society have a common interest in the sustainable 
management of water resources. The engagement of private companies has strongly increased in particular in 
the reduction of their water footprint.  
 
Payment for watershed services is another economic mechanism which has grown in recent years. According to 
Forest Trend and the Global Community of Practice Katoomba Group, it’s a conservative estimate to suggest that 
more than USD 10 billion flow though such mechanisms worldwide. In 2013 China decided to apply it in 32 big 

“The Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation (SDC) is partner of more than 
twenty partnerships between multinationals, 
ministries and NGOs focusing on the 
reduction the water footprint of the companies 
in Latin America and in Asia including also 
compensation projects. In this frame the 
companies have reached to have relevant 
reductions of their water consumption.  For 
example in Vietnam an initiative is working 
between a large multinational, the agriculture 
technician of the minister and 50,000 coffee 
producers on the  reduction of 60% of the 
water used in irrigation of the Robusta coffee 
(a production key for the national economy). 
The Swiss initiatives have piloted the global 
ISO Norm ISO 14046 on the Water footprint 
global for Development and Cooperation 
adopted in May 2014.” Francois Muenger, 
Special Envoy for Water, Swiss Agency for 
Cooperation and Development 
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cities. Various countries are introducing this mechanism in their laws.   
 
Over the decade water cooperation has been a key focus and has been strengthened throughout the period. We 
have seen important developments in legal frameworks for transboundary cooperation, notably the rapid 
acceleration of ratifications to the UNWC and the opening of 
the UNECE Water Convention for ratification at the global level 
(by States outside of the ECE region).  They need to be 
implemented in a mutually reinforcing manner, so as to avoid 
duplication, exploit synergies, maximize the efficient use of 
resources, and promote the coherent development of 
international water law. 
 
Water conventions are a crucial means to establish, sustain 
and support long-term transboundary cooperation. In an 
increasingly water scarce world, where access to fresh water is 
potentially a source of violent conflict, such provisions will 
become even more important.  
 
The more than 3,600 agreements and treaties signed over 
time are an achievement in themselves, but we need workable 
monitoring provisions, enforcement mechanisms, and specific 
water allocation provisions that address variations in water flow 
and changing needs. Numerous challenges hamper effective 
transboundary cooperation. Lack of capacity and resources, 
insufficient data, differing institutional structures, lack of 
political will – and even mistrust – are serious obstacles. There 
is a need to focus on environmental protection but also on 
basin development including infrastructures. 
 
Lessons during the Decade on water cooperation: 

• A multilevel, inclusive approach for water cooperation works best. Water resources management issues 
must be addressed at the local, national and at appropriate regional and international levels. 

 
• Innovative approaches for water cooperation can help. Mobilizing political will and commitment to 

address water issues worldwide remain crucial. 
 

• The benefits of water cooperation are clear and need to be shared. History has often shown that the vital 
nature of freshwater is a powerful incentive for cooperation and dialogue, compelling stakeholders to 
reconcile even the most divergent views. Water more often unites than divides people and societies.  

 
• Cooperation is essential for sustainable development and environmental sustainability. Water is key to 

sustainable development; it has value from a social, economic and environmental perspective and 
needs to be managed within a sound, integrated socio-economic and environmental framework. 

 
Global processes have been completely redefined during the Decade. While water is multifaceted and 
organizations and institutions have their specific focus and interests,  there is now a less fragmented water 
community through improved coordination and communication. We engage with water stakeholders better – 
including civil society and the private sector. The business sector acknowledges the benefits of being seen as 
responsible and sustainable. Women are becoming empowered and are better listened to at all levels, from the 
grassroots upwards.  
 
We have seen the transformative power of global monitoring, reporting and information gathering. We have seen 
a change in paradigms and have been able to develop and share knowledge on global challenges and policy 
responses. We have seen the private sector acknowledge water as its global problem. High level advocacy 
during the Decade has proved to be successful at maintaining the momentum for political action in relation to the 

“Coming from a country which is upstream and 
downstream at the same time, and 96% of its 
waters come from abroad, water is an 
exceptionally valuable natural resource for 
Hungary. During his speech in the Budapest 
Water Summit, the Secretary General of the UN 
said that “this great river – the Danube – connects 
past to present, country to country. It passes 
through or around ten countries. Its basin reaches 
nine more. Sustainably managing such a vast and 
important resource presents many challenges – 
from local pollution to the growing impacts of 
climate change. To face these challenges and 
based on the proposal of the Government of 
Hungary the European Union adopted and 
endorsed the Danube Region Strategy in 2011, 
under the Hungarian Presidency of the EU. Since 
the birth of the Strategy and during all these years 
serious governance and institutional capacities 
have been built, with an excellent background and 
regulatory framework to provide solution to the 
most international problems that require collective 
action to manage the river.” Heincz Balázs, 
Water Coordinator, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and Trade, Government of Hungary 
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international water agenda. We have seen a greater understanding of the need for stakeholder engagement and 
supporting partnerships to jointly create a better future. We have seen an improved inter-governmental 
coordination on water issues. In particular we have seen how the Decade has helped the improvement of inter-
agency coordination within the UN and with external global partners. We have witnessed the positive effects of 
global awareness raising and communications. 
 
2 How did the Decade drive change? 
 
The Decade began with a plan of action for WASH from the Joint 
Monitoring Programme, and UNICEF/WHO with pledges for 
country level action through the SG plan for the decade from the 
WB, GWP and UNDP, among others. Since then, the Decade has 
supported advocacy and raised awareness on WASH issues 
through high-level advocacy exemplified by the work of UNSGAB, 
and the decade´s 5 Year Sanitation Drive, as well as 
communication actions with traditional and new media. The Decade 
has also supported awareness raising and capacity development 
activities in the developing world – around sanitation emphasizing, 
for example, the importance of hygiene and the need for 
implementation of the Human Right to Water and Sanitation in 
collaboration with the Special Rapporteur.  The Office to support 
the International Decade for Action has been instumental in this 
respect. 
 
The baseline for the decade on IWRM was the 2003 World Water 
Development Report (Water for Life, Water for People) and the 
CSD 13th session water matrix.  The decade has been driving the 
focus on IWRM and stimulated “out-of-the-water-box” action through the Decade’s themes (water scarcity, food 
security, water and energy). Through highlighting examples where IWRM has been successful, today it is 
universally accepted that all water users must be considered holistically in governance. 
 
The Decade helped bring consistency and coherence; connecting the large variety of themes in which water 
plays a key role. The Decade also facilitated action on these themes. The Resolution of the Decade emphasized 
the need for a Decade ‘for action’ answering to member states concerns about the need for pragmatic and result-
oriented approaches Decade offices to focus on capacity development actions on decade themes and a 
framework to implement outreach action to support exchange of good practices, the development of toolboxes 
and information materials.  
 
The global focus on water cooperation in the decade and in the 
International Year 2013 has made a notable difference, creating 
a platform for water cooperation and keeping water cooperation 
central on the global agenda after the conclusion of the Year 
itself. The Year of Water Cooperation also catalysed ratifications 
and actions of the 1992 and 1997 UN Water Conventions, 
enabled the sharing of knowledge on tools and what works, and 
of the importance of water cooperation at all levels.  
 
The international UN-Water Decade and its International Year of 
Water Cooperation 2013 have supported the increase of 
awareness, the dissemination of knowledge and the creation of 
partnerships and water cooperation initiatives.  2013 was an 
important year for water. The cooperation objectives of the 
Decade have now been reflected in the proposals of the United 
Nations Open Working Group – co-chaired by Hungary – Under 

“The Water for Life Decade had a specific 
sub-goal on the participation of women in 
water-related development efforts. This 
attention has been most helpful to make 
women successful partners in addressing 
water challenges. We have many women’s 
organizations working for women’s affairs. 
However there was no organization that 
solely dedicated to ‘women and water’ until 
2012. We now have ‘Water Mothers’ 
organization which focuses 100% on 
women’s participation and water cooperation 
at the grassroots level. A new Decade will be 
helpful in this regard.” – Mr Htun Lwin Oo, 
Secretary of the National Water Resources 
Committee and Director General of Water 
Resources and Improvement of River 
Systems Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar 
 

“The Decade highlighted the central role of 
water for all development; and provided a 
framework for countries and organizations to 
take initiatives and show leadership on 
specific themes and cross-cutting issues in a 
holistic and integrated way.  An important 
added value of the Decade lies in the 
engagement of leaders and decision-makers 
from outside the water sector. The High Level 
conferences organized by the Government of 
Tajikistan in the course of the Decade are a 
case in point. And there are many others, for 
instance international conference on 
decentralized water supply in Sri Lanka in 
2011. Given the complex nature of integrated 
approaches; and the diversity of social, 
economic and environmental conditions of 
individual countries, we are only at the 
beginning of making IWRM a reality on the 
ground.” – Alice Bouman-Dentener, Vice 
Chair Steering Committee, GWP 
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target 6.5 it says that by 2030 it shall implement integrated water resources management at all levels, including 
through transboundary cooperation as appropriate. 
 
At Global level the Decade through the leadership of Tajikistan,  created a unique political process on water, and 
allowed intergovernmental coordination in the context of the General Assembly. In this way the Decade has 
contributed by generating momentum for the water-related SDGs, and by incorporating water cooperation as a 
theme in the proposal of the open working group. The Decade process has created, on the initiative of Tajikistan 
and supported by the G77, an additional political platform for regularly monitoring and taking stock on the 
decade´s themes and cross cutting goals (water cooperation, women engagement, rising attention, increasing 
programmes and projects).  
 
Through the Decade´s programmes interagency coordination has 
improved.  The Decade resulted in the creation of two ad-hoc 
offices supporting the Decade that have supported the thematic 
groups and strengthen inter-agency coordination in the course of 
the Decade.  It has also strengthened UN-Water communications 
actions. Although not always branded as Decade activities, UN 
Water has mainstream the decade´s themes in its activities and 
the entities of the UN system have indeed engaged in the implementation of many of the activities initially 
pledged by them in the 2005 SG´s plan for the decade 
 
The domain where the Decade has perhaps had the most impact is stakeholder engagement. The Decade 
helped make the connection between governmental and non-governmental actors, not only acknowledging their 
role and inviting them to the table, but also furthering diversity and inclusion and creating a space for main Major 
Groups such as women, youth, business, academia. The various 
fora and conferences have encouraged engagement of a 
diversity of stakeholders and high level people (eg. decision 
makers), thus supporting awareness at political, or CEO private 
sector levels along with more traditional engagement of experts, 
women, youth, farmers, energy producers, academia and civil 
society with practitioners. Greater inclusiveness – bringing all 
water stakeholders to the table – has contributed to increased 
collaboration and cooperation between these actors on issues of 
relevance to the international water agenda.  
 
The Decade has also brought about changes at national and 
local level.  An example is the formation of National Resources Committee in Myanmar and its work to develop 
IWRM in the country, which was aided in its creation by the Decade’s commitment to stakeholder engagement, 
and has given momentum to national level actions. Likewise in Canada and at local level in supporting women’s 
engagement in specific cases through the Women for Water Partnership’ s network. 
 
 3.- What would a new decade look like?  
 
The Water for Life Decade 2005 – 2015 has taught us that different dimensions of inequality (for example, being 
inclusive of gender, including the poor) in the provision of basic water, sanitation and hygiene services require 
different way of acting and programming. The specific focus on women’s participation can further reveal and 
unleash the potential of women as agents of change. 
 
By helping women to overcome structural barriers, such as demands on their time, lack of financial resources, 
cultural prohibitions, they can become powerful advocates and actors within communities through their ability to 
work collectively. This becomes part of the empowerment process that helps the community itself lead to 
appropriate diagnosis. After a Decade working with grassroots women, we know how vital their contributions will 
be to achieving the SDGs. 
 

“The Decade has helped to establish the 
National Water Resources Committee, 
advocated ecosystem based system and 
IWRM. There has been progress with respect to 
IWRM. There has been increased attention on 
water cooperation as well. NGOs and 
governments have been supported to push 
political reform since 2011.” Mr Htun Lwin Oo, 
Secretary of the National Water Resources 
Committee and Director General of Water 
Resources and Improvement of River 
Systems Republic of the Union of Myanmar 
 
  
 

“I perceived the Water for Life Decade as an 
opportunity for civil society to engage as 
equal partners by branding their activities as 
Decade activities, not conducting their actions 
in isolation, but including them in the general 
framework of concerted action towards water 
security for all.” – Alice Bouman-Dentener, 
Vice Chair Steering Committee, GWP 
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A new Decade must build on the social capital generated by the last including at international level. This is not 
only about governments but also about adequate stakeholders participation; which requires considering the 
importance of factoring in the costs of mobilizing the social capital that is so important for ‘hard-to-reach’ 
populations. 
 
Ten years from now, a decade that is not so far away, close to 2 billion people will be living in water-stressed 
areas. Already 40 per cent of the population get their daily amount of water from trans-boundary water catchment 
areas, and we’ve already see how the scuffle has started for water. With 60% of the population and only 36% of 
the water resources of the world. Asia will face critical water issues very soon, if not already now in certain parts, 
such as here in Central-Asia. Here, more than anywhere the very simple truth of “Water connects, it does not 
divide” could have a very useful meaning for constructive and mutually fruitful dialogues. 

 
Mutual dependencies will only increase over time as regions and 
sectors exposed to water shortage rely more and more on waters 
controlled by others. Water must therefore be treated as a high 
political priority that is integrated into other policy areas. Cooperation 
will continue to be essential – not only between sectors, but also 
across geographical and political boundaries. 

 
Integrated approaches and concerted actions at all levels –which are 
needed to ensure water security and sustainable governance of the 
resource – are long-term and complex process which can only 
happen with leadership and agreement on the overall objectives. We 
should continue this approach, which has developed through the Water for Life Decade into the post-2015 
agenda supporting the universal water goal by continuation of the Decade’s  successes. 
 
At the request of the UNSG, UNSGAB is preparing a final report, which will be presented in New York in 
November this year. The last chapter of the report will make recommendations on the substance of the next 
necessary steps to be taken and will also address necessary and feasible adaptations to the international water 
sector architecture and conceivable implementation initiatives that would support implementation of the post-2015 
water agenda  
 
We cannot afford to delay implementation. It took several years, to agree on how to implement the MDGs and 
monitor progress. For the SDGs, the process for indicator definition has been agreed upon, with the proposal by 
the Statistical Commission expected in March 2016 and adoption by the General Assembly in September 2016. 
For drinking water and sanitation, a monitoring system is already in place through the Joint Monitoring 
Programme that can be adapted to the respective SDG targets. On water resources and wastewater 
management, UN agencies under the umbrella of UN-Water are in the process of elaborating a monitoring 
concept under the GEMI project. The efforts will have to also focus on the monitoring of water resources which is 
weaker and considers rivers, lakes but also pays more attention to the aquifers (the largest part of the fresh water 
reserves worldwide – approx 60% of fresh water reserves-) and to water quality. It’s absolutely necessary for an 
efficient water management to improve data collection and monitoring. But this is only the start to drive 
implementation. 
 
What is needed is to establish a mechanism for regular intergovernmental review, a mechanism to establish 
commitments and partnerships. A mechanism that is institutionalized, and does not rely solely on the leadership 
of individual countries, which volunteer to host specific events. It is important from the very beginning to pay 
proper attention to this issue and mobilize Member States to agree on a feasible and effective way to review 
progress towards the water goal. In this sense a new Decade could offer such mechanism. 
 
The 31 UN Agencies involved with water issues have certainly to further increase their coordination in a future 
decade and specifically in the context of UN-Water, which need to play an essential coordination role within the 
UN system.  
 
Annex 

“Empowered populations can become agents 
of change, build social networks, through 
them relationships, and these can tackle 
social issues that inhibit development – for 
example the taboo in some parts of India that 
states that girls cannot attend school during 
menses. There are key steps to success for 
sustainable community initiatives, the most 
important of which is to build projects on local 
evidence and knowledge and not on 
perceptions of needs or context.” – Corinne 
Wallace, United Nations University 
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A Ten Year Story: Lessons and Voices from the Water for Life Decade 2005-2015 (see revised discussion 
document-outcome of the Dushanbe Conference).  
 
 


