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This document complements the thematic report presented by the Special Rapporteur to the Human Rights Council in 2025 under the title ‘Democratic water governance under a human rights-based approach’, A/80/117.
However, that report left unaddressed the global dimensions and challenges of democratic water governance:
(a)	The global dependence of the natural water cycle on the climate, and therefore on ongoing climate change;
(b)	The effective development of international human rights law as it relates to water management;
(c)	The growing need for cooperation, shared responsibility and conflict prevention amongst countries sharing transboundary river basins and aquifers;
(d)	Economic, political, social and cultural globalization and its impacts on the fulfilment of the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation.
		The United Nations’ responsibility in the face of the global water crisis within the current context of the climate emergency
The water cycle and rainfall patterns in each territory depend on the global climate system; therefore, whilst there are specific variations in each region, it is generally predicted that temperatures will rise and current rainfall patterns will change. Consequently, the risk of droughts and heavy rainfall is soaring; sea and ocean levels are rising and will continue to rise, leading to the salinisation of coastal aquifers and the gradual flooding of low-lying islands, deltas and coastlines inhabited by millions of people; river flow regimes will be disrupted by the melting of glaciers and snowpack in the upper reaches of river basins, reducing flows during the summer, when they are most needed; but above all, the need to resettle populations whose territories are no longer habitable is growing and will continue to grow.[footnoteRef:2] [2: 	 	Richard P. Allan et al., “Advances in understanding large-scale responses of the water cycle to climate change”, Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, vol. 1472, 49–75; Albert Van Dijk et al., Global Water Monitor: 2022 Summary Report (Global Water Monitor Consortium, 2022). ] 

Tackling climate change – and its consequences for the water cycle – by developing mitigation strategies necessarily requires global agreements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, which should distribute the burden of action in proportion to each party’s historical and current responsibility for emitting such gases.
However, adaptation strategies must be largely coordinated at a regional level, through hydrological planning and appropriate regional and urban planning, which will help to strengthen the environmental resilience of aquatic ecosystems and the social resilience of communities in the face of the risks of drought and flooding, changes to river regimes, and rising sea and ocean levels.
Furthermore, when we consider the millions of people living in extreme poverty in arid and semi-arid regions, such as the Sahel, or in flood-prone coastal areas and islands, there is a clear need to make plans for dignified resettlement. This requires – and will continue to require – global or regional agreements, which the United Nations must promote. Seven hundred million people could be forced to migrate due to increasingly severe and prolonged droughts;[footnoteRef:3] whilst between three hundred and forty and four hundred and eighty million will see their territories flooded by the end of the century, on islands and in coastal areas.[footnoteRef:4]  [3: 	 	https://www.bancomundial.org/es/news/feature/2023/11/16/going-with-a-better-flow-improving-policy-and-delivering-results-at-scale-in-global-water ]  [4: 	 	https://www.ellitoral.com/internacionales/300-millones-personas-deberan-migrar-subida-nivel-mar_0_uxzitsgeWJ.html.] 

In any case, beyond tackling the challenge of promoting global mitigation strategies—based on the energy transition— the United Nations must assume responsibility for supporting national and regional adaptation plans by promoting a water transition.  Whilst respecting countries’ sovereignty over their territories and aquatic ecosystems, as well as their respective responsibilities in the development of water and land-use plans, the United Nations must guide the water transition that enables us to tackle the global water crisis whilst simultaneously underpinning strategies for adaptation to climate change.
		Promote the development and effective implementation of international human rights law in the field of water management
In the Charter of San Francisco, the General Assembly and the Economic and Social Council were given general responsibilities for promoting respect for and observance of human rights. With the establishment by the General Assembly of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the creation of the Commission on Human Rights – which would eventually become the current Human Rights Council – significant steps were taken towards the concentration of these responsibilities in dedicated institutions, bodies and mechanisms.[footnoteRef:5]  [5: 	 	https://derechouned.com/libro/organizaciones-internacionales/organos-competentes.] 

However, executive powers regarding the enforcement of human rights remain fundamentally in the hands of the States themselves, which therefore act as both judge and party.
There have been proposals (by Switzerland and Slovenia) to include water conflicts in transboundary river basins and aquifers amongst the security issues discussed at the level of the Security Council. In line with these proposals the Special Rapporteur believes that, in the face of the climate crisis, there will be increasingly need to seek peaceful solutions to transboundary water conflicts, some of them already threatening the stability of world regions.
The Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) is one of the six main organs of the UN, established by the UN Charter. Its goal is to advance the three dimensions of sustainable development – economic, social and environmental. ECOSOC is also a coordinator, convener and specialized body for policy dialogue, policy-making and forging consensus towards the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. While it receives reports from the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, it does not hear directly from UN Special Procedures, which report to the Human Rights Council and the General Assembly.
The International Court of Justice, as the UN’s principal judicial body, is tasked with resolving disputes between States in accordance with international law.  Complaints regarding human rights must be resolved through the administrative and judicial systems of each country, and only once these avenues have been exhausted may recourse be had to international bodies, such as the Regional Human Rights Courts, provided the case concerns countries falling within the jurisdiction of these courts.
It is clear that the UN is unable to ensure that States, which voted in favour of the relevant resolutions in the General Assembly, comply with and enforce human rights, particularly those relating to water management.
Based on my experience as a Special Rapporteur, I value the mandates that Member States promote to support United Nations bodies in their efforts to guarantee the human right to water and sanitation and to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 6. In any case, whilst the fulfilment of human rights linked to water management (drinking water, sanitation, health, food, decent housing, etc.) is the obligation of Governments, the United Nations has the global responsibility to monitor and promote the effective fulfilment of these rights, through the Human Rights Council and the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights.  Next, we will examine the role of several institutions and mechanisms in this regard.
		UN Human Rights Machinery
		Treaty Bodies
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights regularly considers the implementation of the human rights to water and sanitation in its review of States parties’ compliance with the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Unfortunately, the Optional Protocol to the Covenant governing these reports is accepted only by 31 States (as of October 2026). Consequently, the Committee has considered very few if any cases under the individual communications procedure[footnoteRef:6] concerning specifically the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation. [6: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/treaty-bodies/individual-communications-procedures-treaty-bodies.] 

Several other UN treaty bodies —such as the Committee on the Rights of the Child, the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, and the Committee against Torture (regarding conditions of detention)— regularly consider the implementation of these human rights within their respective areas of competence.
		The Special Procedures of the Human Rights Council
In 2006, the former UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, described the UN Special Procedures and Special Rapporteurs as the ‘crown jewel’ of the international human rights system, highlighting their independence in monitoring and protecting these rights worldwide.
When it comes to the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation, the role of the outgoing Special Rapporteur on these human rights is, of course, central. At the same time, a number of other Special Procedure mandates are highly relevant, depending on the case/situation in question, such as for example the Special Rapporteurs on the right to adequate housing, on health, on environment, climate change, toxic waste, as well as the Working Group on business and human rights, all of which may take up water and sanitation human rights violations as part of their engagements – country visits, communications, thematic reports. It should also be noted that over the years UN Special Procedures have developed a remarkable and highly-efficient level of coordination and cooperation when it comes to issuing jointly communications, statements and press releases.
It is not merely a matter of recognising the value of the ‘ad honorem’ work carried out by internationally renowned experts for the United Nations, but, above all, their status as independent experts. The UN and the Human Rights Council have conducted several reviews and assessments of the Special Procedures system as a whole. But just like every mandate holder has their own priorities and approach to their mandate, so do Member States have different views on what is useful and effective. In this vain, it is worth noting the high regard in which the work of Special Procedures is held by vulnerable communities, human rights defenders’ organisations, NGOs and social movements on the ground, as it brings human rights violations to light, empowers communities and society to defend their rights, and provides highly useful arguments in ongoing legal proceedings.[footnoteRef:7],[footnoteRef:8],[footnoteRef:9] [7: 	 	https://cejil.org/publicaciones/procedimientos-especiales-del-consejo-de-derechos-humanos-de-naciones-unidas/.]  [8: 	 	https://www.openglobalrights.org/history-shows-that-un-country-specific-special-procedures-are-tools-for-positive-change/?lang=Spanish.]  [9: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/en/special-procedures-human-rights-council/impact-work-special-procedures-policy-reform.] 

In the face of reluctance on the part of certain Governments, which often portray the Special Rapporteurs’ criticisms and recommendations as attacks on national sovereignty, the Special Rapporteur believes that, in general, the reports, communications and statements issued by the Special Procedures demonstrate a high degree of technical and evidentiary rigour. On this basis, one can understand the appreciation that the work of the Special Rapporteurs generates for the UN amongst communities that see their human rights violated or at risk. Whilst they are aware that it is not within the remit of these Special Procedures to resolve their problems, they greatly value the contribution of an external, independent and rigorous perspective.
Apart from the extremely limited resources available to Special Rapporteurs to address the complaints and requests they receive, the fact that official visits to countries are subject to the mandatory requirement of an express invitation from the Government severely restricts the Special Procedures’ ability to identify and monitor problems, risks and human rights violations, particularly in countries with totalitarian governments, or those that protect the interests of corporations which disregard and violate the human rights of communities through their activities.
		The Universal Periodic Review
The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a mechanism of the UN Human Rights Council that reviews the human rights situation in UN Member States every four and a half years. Each year, 42 states are reviewed. The State in question participates in the assessment process, alongside the other Member States, which may ask all manner of questions during the interactive dialogues that take place, as well as put forward recommendations to the State under review. Questions are posed, depending on Member States’ priorities, on the basis of issues identified in the national report, compilation of UN information (which includes UN treaty body and special procedures findings), and summary of stakeholders’ information. Relevant civil society organisations, Ombudspersons and National Human Rights Institutions (NHRIs) may submit documents in advance, as well as address the Human Rights Council during the debate on the final report, which is drawn up by a troika comprising three States. The recommendations accepted by the country under review represent a political and moral commitment, though not a legal obligation. The United Nations Country Teams in the country in question or in its region can and should play a vital catalytic role, particularly during the preparatory phase.
It is therefore a mechanism based on collaboration between States, of a universal nature (all States must undergo the process equally), whose main effectiveness lies in bringing human rights issues to light and debating them publicly.
Improving access to clean water and sanitation services often features among the recommendations identified during the UPR.
In the Special Rapporteur’s view, the effectiveness of the UPR is undermined not only by the lack of binding force or of effective measures to ensure compliance with the recommendations, but also by the frequent use made by many States of the mechanism to protect allies or attack adversaries.
Giving a prominent role to human rights defenders’ organisations, NGOs, Special Procedures and National Human Rights Institutions in the drafting of the Final Report and the recommendations would enhance the effectiveness of the UPR.  Furthermore, the public visibility of the report and the follow-up to its recommendations should be expanded, both internationally and, very particularly, at the national level; and United Nations country teams could and should play an important role in galvanizing and ensuring broad social participation in monitoring efforts.
		Regional Human Rights Courts
There are currently three regional human rights courts: the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (24 states), the European Court of Human Rights (47 states) and the African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights (31 states). Although there is no regional human rights court in the Asia-Pacific region, it is worth noting that non-governmental organisations have drawn up the Asian Charter of Human Rights[footnoteRef:10]. In the region, the work of the Asia-Pacific Forum, which brings together 26 national human rights organisations, is particularly noteworthy.[footnoteRef:11] [10: 	 	https://es.scribd.com/document/649700243/Sistema-Asiatico-de-Derechos-Humanos.]  [11: 	 	https://www.asiapacificforum.net.] 

These tribunals arise from regional agreements between States and, although they are not linked to the UN, the UN recognizes and supports them. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, adopted by the World Conference on Human Rights in 1993, supported efforts to establish and strengthen the effectiveness of these mechanisms, emphasizing the importance of their collaboration with the UN human rights system.[footnoteRef:12] [12: 	 	https://www.ohchr.org/es/enhancing-cooperation-between-united-nations-and-regional-human-rights-mechanisms] 

However, beyond this formal support, progress needs to be made towards establishing an effective link between these courts and the UN, which would, at the very least, enable the development of global case law on human rights and facilitate the necessary negotiations to ensure that the entire world population is covered by these courts.
		The World Bank and Multilateral Banking in the Face of the Global Water Crisis
The World Bank, established in 1944 as part of the Bretton Woods agreements, has as its central objective the fight against poverty and the promotion of economic and social development in developing countries. Although it has defined itself as a ‘specialised agency’ of the UN since its foundation, following intense tensions and debates, the agreement signed in 1947 established that the Bank would operate as an independent entity in its management, and in particular in its financial and lending decisions.
This independence of the World Bank from the UN has, in practice, led its policies to align more closely with the neoliberal logic that dominates the commercial and financial processes underpinning the prevailing global order, and with the interests of major private corporate powers, rather than with the guidelines, principles, objectives and priorities established by the UN.
In this regard, it is illuminating to examine the strategies and the financial, doctrinal and regulatory architecture promoted by the World Bank, in coordination with the IMF and the Regional Multilateral Banks, in relation to water governance over the past few decades.
The debt crisis of the 1980s, which unfolded primarily in Latin America, prompted a coordinated response from the World Bank and the IMF, based on a doctrinal, financial and regulatory framework that made private sector involvement the preferred option.[footnoteRef:13]  The World Bank promoted a shift in doctrine whereby water was to be managed as an economic service, a utility subject to regulation and concession to private companies. In the World Development Report 1994: Infrastructure for Development,[footnoteRef:14] the Bank encouraged the pursuit of what it already considered a promising trend towards privatisation: “a shift from direct government provision of services to increasing private sector provision…”. [13: 	 	AEOPAS, Multilateral Architecture of Water Privatisation in Latin America. A Critical Analysis of Reforms, Resistance and Governance (1990–2026), Spanish Association of Public Water Supply and Sanitation Operators, June 2026.]  [14: 	https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/535851468336642118/pdf/131840REPLACEMENT0WDR01994.pdf ] 

This approach led to the majority of loans being made conditional on the privatisation of public services, particularly water and sanitation services. In 2002, specifically, 80 per cent of the World Bank’s loans relating to water management were granted under these conditions.[footnoteRef:15] For its part, the IMF, in its Structural Adjustment Programmes designed to ensure the repayment of external debt, often included the sale of public operators and the privatisation of water and sanitation services.[footnoteRef:16] [15: 	 	AEOPAS, ‘The Multilateral Architecture of Water Privatisation in Latin America (2026)’, §§3.2–3.5, based on primary documentation (Public Enterprise Reform Adjustment Loan No. 3291-AR, World Bank, 1991; HIPC documentation).]  [16: 	 	Ibid.] 

Furthermore, both the World Bank and the IMF, in addition to publishing valuable studies on the socio-economic reality at various levels, have been carrying out assessments, setting priorities, promoting regulatory models and identifying services that are potentially profitable for private companies, as a basis for possible institutional and legislative reforms in developing countries. Debt relief strategies, for example, have been integrated into macroeconomic programmes that typically included privatisations, regulatory reforms, cost-recovery tariffs and private investment strategies.
However, it would be wrong to place the blame for privatisation processes generally on the World Bank and the IMF. Those who promoted legislative and institutional changes in various countries, whether more or less developed, were the respective governments of the day, which adopted and implemented the neoliberal approaches that were gaining ground, in close alliance with national and international corporate interests. The multilateral financial architecture, established by the World Bank and the IMF, did, however, create financial conditions and guidelines that directly favoured these processes in developing countries facing external debt problems.
This neoliberal vision and its privatisation-driven tendencies were reinforced by the Dublin Conference (1992), the so-called Washington Consensus (1994), and the World Water Forum in The Hague (2000), organised by major private operators.
Social reactions opposing privatisation processes in Latin America, including the Cochabamba Water War (2000), the constitutional referendum in Uruguay (2004) —which enshrined water as a human right and established public provision of the service—, and the termination in 2006 of the Aguas Argentinas concession, which led to the creation of the public company AySA; as well as social mobilisation in Asian cities such as Jakarta (Indonesia), which resulted in a court ruling against privatisation on the grounds that it infringed upon human rights;[footnoteRef:17] or the mass demonstrations in Manila  (Philippines)[footnoteRef:18],[footnoteRef:19] over the last 30 years, against the privatisation of water services, massive tariff increases and regulatory conditions; the successful social mobilisation in 2000 in New Delhi against the privatisation process encouraged by the World Bank[footnoteRef:20] ; as well as similar social mobilisations in Africa, such as that in Accra (Ghana),[footnoteRef:21],[footnoteRef:22] with the National Coalition Against Water Privatisation, or the ‘Our Water, Our Rights’ campaign in Lagos (Nigeria)[footnoteRef:23] ; and even the protests in Europe, including the 2011 Italian referendum against water privatisation and the numerous remunicipalisation processes in major European cities such as Paris and Berlin …;  forced changes in the strategies of the World Bank and the private corporations themselves. [17: 	 	https://publicservices.international/resources/news/el-tribunal-de-yakarta-cancela-la-mayor-privatizacin-del-agua-del-mundo-tras-un-fracaso-de-18-aos?id=6349&lang=es.]  [18: 	 	A Tale of Two Concessionaires: A Natural Experiment in Water Privatisation in Metro Manila
		Xun Wu and Nepomuceno A. Malaluan. Urban Studies, 45 (1), 207–229, January 2008. https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Xun-Wu/publication/237524662_A_Tale_of_Two_Concessionaires_A_Natural_Experiment_of_Water_Privatisation_in_Metro_Manila/links/5621f56108aed8dd1943ead1/A-Tale-of-Two-Concessionaires-A-Natural-Experiment-of-Water-Privatisation-in-Metro-Manila.pdf?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19.]  [19: 	 	IFIs & Privatisation in the Philippine Power & Water Sectors.  Luis Corral, Asian Labour Network on IFIs (ALNI)-Philippines. November 2003. http://www.citizen.org/documents/ifiphilippines.pdf.]  [20: 	 	Water privatisation tactics: Cochabamba, Manila, New Delhi. Mary Elizabeth Scott. University of Wollongong. Australia. Thesis Collection. 2015. http://ro.uow.edu.au/theses/4445.]  [21: 	 	https://www.iatp.org/sites/default/files/Accra_Declaration_On_The_Right_To_Water_The.htm.]  [22: 	 	https://www2024.socialwatch.org.]  [23: 	 	https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/lagos_water_book_web_publishing_version_0.pdf.] 

As a result of these reactions, there was a shift from recommending the privatisation of public enterprises to promoting the Public-Private Partnership model, through mixed-ownership operators that are awarded concessions to manage services over long periods of time. In these mixed-ownership companies, the public body responsible for the service may even retain a majority shareholding; however, on the grounds of the complexity involved in efficient management (know-how, savoir-faire, etc.), there is a tendency to contractually hand over management control to the private corporation, even if it is a minority shareholder.
In 2009, the OECD published *Private Sector Participation in Water Infrastructure: OECD Checklist for Public Action*,[footnoteRef:24] , acknowledging shortcomings in the privatisation processes of public operators, recognising that water is a basic necessity, and highlighting the need to improve the regulatory function and protect users, whilst continuing to emphasise the desirability of shifting from the concept of public responsibility to concepts of economic viability (‘bankability’) and profit generation for the concessionaire, in which the affordability of tariffs, public oversight, social participation and human rights remain subordinate to macroeconomic and financial considerations. [24: 	 	https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2009/03/private-sector-participation-in-water-infrastructure_g1gha764/9789264059221-en.pdf.] 

Over the years, the Special Rapporteur on human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation has expressed concern about the promotion of privatisation in rural community water management in Africa[footnoteRef:25], while also highlighting the historical role of international financial institutions, including the World Bank, in promoting the privatisation of water and sanitation services[footnoteRef:26]. [25: 	 	A/HRC/57/48, para. 65.]  [26: 	 	A/75/208, para. 63.] 

Traditionally, under market logic, one of the key factors believed to encourage competitiveness and legitimise corporate profit is the assumption of risk by the investor. However, it is worth noting that, in the management of water and sanitation services, the risks arising from competition virtually disappear as these services are managed under a natural monopoly regime; consequently, there is no ‘market competition’ as such, but, at most, what is termed ‘competition for the market’; that is to say, competition in the tender process to award the concession, a practice which generates few effective incentives for efficiency and competitiveness.
Even so, the progressive development of public-private partnership strategies has come to emphasise the need to protect private investment from potential risks through various mechanisms. One consists of segmenting investment areas, leaving those with lower profitability or higher risks to public capital, and reserving the most profitable areas for private investment. Another is to rely, by contractual agreement, on public-private partnership strategies (‘blended finance’) in which the risks are borne by public capital, in order to protect and guarantee returns for the private investor. In other cases, the risks are passed on to users through tariff increases. Ultimately, in the event of concession termination, there are legal protection mechanisms for transnational capital, such as the International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID), which is part of the World Bank Group. Such bodies allow companies, in the event of the contract being rescinded, not only to claim back the investments made, but also the profits expected over the entire concession period (loss of profits), which often entails exorbitant payments due to the long concession periods that are promoted.
The World Bank’s involvement in protecting private investors rather than the human rights of those living in poverty and vulnerability is highly significant. In the Special Rapporteur’s view, it should not be the World Bank’s role to promote and support ICSID, but rather to make its support conditional upon respect for human rights, in particular the right to safe drinking water and sanitation.
Equally questionable is the financial support that multilateral banks typically provide for the construction of large dams and other mega-hydraulic infrastructure projects, without assessing the impacts these have on aquatic ecosystems and, in particular, on the affected communities and their human rights, as highlighted by the previous Special Rapporteur Leo Heller in his 2019 report.[footnoteRef:27] As a result of mass protests against water infrastructure projects – which have effectively forced between 40 and 80 million people worldwide to be displaced due to the flooding of their homes,[footnoteRef:28] generally Indigenous Peoples and impoverished rural communities – the World Bank promoted, at the end of the last century, an ambitious project to assess these impacts: the World Commission on Dams. After two years of work, with the support and participation of over one hundred countries, the Commission published its report containing clear recommendations. More than two decades later, the World Bank continues to avoid implementing these recommendations and discouraging States from applying them. [27: 	 	Leo Heller (2019), A/74/197 https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3823685?ln=es&v=pdf.]  [28: 	 	https://www.wrm.org.uy/other-information/the-world-commission-on-dams-report.] 

The Special Rapporteur believes that a radical shift is needed in the functions and strategies of the World Bank, the multilateral banking system and the IMF, to enable them to tackle the challenges of environmental unsustainability, such as climate change, and to develop a human rights-based approach to global economic and financial strategies.
Promoting, for example, global taxes on financial transactions, such as the Tobin Tax ([footnoteRef:29] ), would provide the funds needed to tackle these major global challenges and guarantee the human rights of the peoples and communities living in the greatest poverty and vulnerability. Such taxes would also help to promote the regulation of financial markets and prevent the dangerous drift currently underway towards a global ‘casino’ economy based on speculation, with all the risks that this entails. [29: 	 	https://www.investopedia.com/terms/t/tobin-tax.asp.] 

Since 2013, the Bank has been guided by two main objectives: to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030 and to promote shared prosperity. These are laudable objectives, pursued mainly through direct loans for development projects – often mega-infrastructure schemes with serious socio-environmental impacts – and direct budget support to governments (for development policies – DBS), which, in the Special Rapporteur’s view, give rise to:
	(a)	serious problems of democratic governance, not only due to the power imbalances within the institution itself, but also in the strategies adopted with regard to the Global South; 
(b)	the complete marginalisation of the human rights-based approach; 
(c)	serious sustainability issues arising from adopting a poverty reduction approach based solely on macroeconomic growth, which exacerbates, for example, the climate crisis, with disproportionate impacts on those living in the greatest poverty and vulnerability. [footnoteRef:30] [30: 	 	https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2019/06/what-are-the-main-criticisms-of-the-world-bank-and-the-imf/.] 

Among the many factors undermining the effectiveness of the World Bank’s anti-poverty programmes, the Special Rapporteur highlights:
(a)	the uncritical predominance of macroeconomic approaches that fail to identify and address issues of inequality;
(b)	the neoliberal bias of structural adjustment programmes and social funds that prioritise cuts to public spending and the privatisation of essential services;
(c)	insufficient attention to institutional problems, such as corruption, which hinder support from reaching impoverished communities.
The Special Rapporteur therefore welcomes the funding stream known as Community-Driven Development (CDD), which channels resources directly to communities – for example, in the area of basic water and sanitation services – and ensures that community authorities manage these resources, applying the principles of transparency, participation and local empowerment.[footnoteRef:31] The Special Rapporteur encourages the strengthening of this strategic approach and the promotion of incentives to ensure that governments adopt it and incorporate it into their budgetary plans. [31: 	 	https://www.bancomundial.org/es/topic/communitydrivendevelopment.] 

Over the last two decades, changes to the World Bank’s strategies have incorporated socio-environmental values and drawn attention to SDG 6, which is undoubtedly positive. However, these changes in no way call into question the priority given to a market-driven and financialisation-based approach over the human rights-based approach which, in the Special Rapporteur’s view, should guide the management of aquatic ecosystems and water and sanitation services. An analysis of the objectives, programmes and strategies of the Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership (GWSP) and the Global Water Partnership Organisation (GWP) provides evidence to support this view.
		Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership (GWSP)
The Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership (GWSP) is a trust fund launched in 2017 by the World Bank, one of whose objectives is to advance the implementation of SDG 6.[footnoteRef:32]  In terms of the scale of its programmes, by 2025 it had influenced World Bank financing in 90 countries to the tune of 47,900 million dollars, directly contributing to improved access to water for some 19 million people and to sanitation for some 12 million. Its objectives focus on developing technical expertise and institutional capacity-building, as well as guiding funding strategies.[footnoteRef:33] [32: 	 	https://www.bancomundial.org/es/news/feature/2022/11/12/global-water-security-sanitation-partnership-five-years-of-advancing-a-water-secure-world-for-all.]  [33: 	 	https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/water/publication/the-global-water-security-and-sanitation-partnership-gwsp-2025-annual-report.] 

This undoubtedly represents a positive development compared with the privatisation-oriented approaches of the 1990s, insofar as it explicitly recognises the need to strengthen public institutions, advocates for social inclusion and support for poor and vulnerable populations, gender equality, climate resilience and environmental sustainability. However, these changes do not challenge the market-driven paradigm of previous privatisation strategies; they merely make them more complex, endowing them with greater socio-environmental sensitivity, whilst maintaining the priority of making private investment in water management and aquatic ecosystems attractive as a business venture. This priority is, and will continue to be, at odds with the principles of universality, affordability and equity – amongst others – that underpin a human rights-based approach to governance.
The external evaluations published annually – which is undoubtedly a positive development – recommend systematically incorporating failures, difficulties and lessons learnt, and not just positive results;[footnoteRef:34] However, they do not assess the extent to which a human rights-based approach is adopted, nor the extent to which human rights are regarded as obligations and translated into effective mechanisms for participation and accountability. [34: 	 	External Evaluation of the Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership (GWSP). 30 August 2021 https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/279f9a7ff51a5d3ef08913d13aadf90b-0320082021/original/Final-Report-External-Evaluation-of-the-Global-Water-Security-Sanitation-Partnership.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com.] 

The Special Rapporteur is concerned about the bias evident in numerous cases where the influx of private funding is encouraged and facilitated without assessing its potential impact on human rights.[footnoteRef:35] Such was the case with the project in Tunisia to train staff at the national wastewater company, whilst at the same time promoting public-private partnerships (PPPs) to manage wastewater treatment.[footnoteRef:36] Another case was that of Karachi (Pakistan), where the way was being paved for private capital to enter the water and sanitation services sector[footnoteRef:37]. In any event, it is to be expected that, given the dominant strategies promoted by the World Bank, such a bias will manifest itself in the GSWP’s programmes and projects. [35: 	 	Connecting the drops. Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership. Annual Report 2019. https://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/997021571169834156/pdf/Connecting-the-Drops-Global-Water-Security-and-Sanitation-Partnership-Annual-Report-2019.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com.]  [36: 	 	Going with a better flow: Improving policy and delivering results at scale in global water. GWSP Annual Report 2023.
	https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099819311142348453/pdf/IDU1448a1d08120cf146961b82218e93df24c73e.pdf.]  [37: 	 	Global Water Security & Sanitation Partnership. Annual Report 2024 https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099903411152425129/idu1431b38bc1f39f1489d1853c160aca6837410.] 

		The Global Water Partnership Organisation (GWP)
The GWP was established in 1996 on the initiative of the World Bank, the UNDP and the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency as an international, multi-stakeholder network aimed at promoting Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM). The concept, which advocates the necessary coordination of the management of water, land and other resources to generate economic and social well-being, equity and the sustainability of ecosystems, has come to be accepted as a necessary approach to sound water management, but without seeking to elucidate or resolve priorities, conflicts of interest and power imbalances in water governance. The power of the concept is undermined when the integration in question is reduced to a technical approach rather than a political process, as academic works point out.[footnoteRef:38]  In the Rapporteur’s view, within the GWP’s purported integrative tension between objectives of efficiency and economic profitability on the one hand, and principles of equity, sustainability, social participation and gender equality on the other, the new 2026–2030 Strategy[footnoteRef:39] imposes a clear financialisation bias by prioritising returns for private investors through the promotion of ‘blended public–private finance’ – ‘unlock innovative blended public–private finance’ – in which public resources and capacity must safeguard the profitability of private investment. [38: 	 	Allan (2003) https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/chapter/bookseries/abs/pii/S0167564803800047.]  [39: 	 	https://gwpo-gwp.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/resumen-estrategia-gwp-2026-2030.pdf.] 

		Risks arising from the privatisation, commodification and financialisation of water at a global level
Privatisation processes, however, have not occurred solely in developing countries under strategies promoted by the World Bank. Among the more developed countries, and without any significant involvement or responsibility on the part of the World Bank or the IMF, the most significant case was undoubtedly that of England and Wales under Mrs Thatcher’s government. A comparison of this privatisation experience with the Scottish model of public management, spanning almost four decades, highlights the risks associated with the privatisation approach. Since 1991, water bills in England and Wales have risen by 44 per cent in real terms, whilst in Scotland they have remained stable (WICS, 2024). Over nearly two decades, the sixteen private water and sanitation companies in England and Wales paid their shareholders between 78,000 and 85,000 million pounds in dividends, whilst accumulating a net debt of over 64,000 million pounds (Common-Wealth / Left Foot Forward, 2024), whilst infrastructure became increasingly obsolete due to a lack of investment. All of this is now leading the British Government to consider a public bailout of these companies.
As researcher Karen Bakker argues, these outcomes cannot be explained simply by isolated regulatory weaknesses, but are due to governance problems; what she terms structural ‘governance failures’, which highlight the tensions that arise when an essential service – subject to requirements of universality, equity and environmental sustainability – is subjected to a commercial logic.[footnoteRef:40] [40: 	 	Karen Bakker (2010) Privatising Water: Governance Failure and the World’s Urban Water Crisis. Cornell University Press.] 

In my capacity as Rapporteur, I have repeatedly highlighted the risks associated with privatisation strategies and emphasised their incompatibility with a human rights-based approach. At the same time, I have emphasised the need for these services not only to remain in public ownership and be managed in the general interest, but also to be administered in a professional and transparent manner, with public accountability and open public participation, in line with the requirements of a human rights-based approach.
In the thematic report ‘Democratic governance of water from a human rights-based approach’,[footnoteRef:41] , presented to the Human Rights Council in 2025, the case for human rights-based governance was grounded in the concept of water as essential for life in general, and for cohesion and harmonious coexistence within human societies. This necessitates ensuring the sustainable management of aquatic ecosystems as shared natural heritage, and the equitable management of available water as a common good, under public ownership, rather than as a commodity; thereby preventing power imbalances from leading to the hoarding of rights or preferential tariff arrangements for the most powerful. Such an approach also requires the application of the principle of responsibility, and specifically the ‘polluter pays and restores’ principle. Finally, in line with this approach, it is essential to respect the rights of indigenous peoples to effective control over their waters and aquatic ecosystems, as recognised by the United Nations, as well as the customary rights on which farming, pastoralist and fishing communities depend. [41: 	 	https://docs.un.org/es/A/80/117.] 

It is currently a cause for concern that the global trend towards the financialisation of the economy is being actively supported by the World Bank, which promotes strategies that monetise nature – and in particular environmental functions and aquatic ecosystems themselves – in order to manage their value on financial markets, whilst the risk is growing that privatised water and sanitation services will end up being managed according to the speculative strategies that dominate financial markets.
Thames Water in England once again provides a prime example in this regard. In 2006, Macquarie Bank, a major Australian financial corporation, acquired Thames Water, the UK’s leading water and sanitation operator, which is responsible for water and sanitation services in London, following the privatisation process promoted by Mrs Thatcher’s government. Between 2006 and 2017, Macquarie Bank used Thames Water as a tool in its financial strategies – which had nothing to do with providing good public services in London – thereby tripling its debt. This debt, which stood at 15,700 million pounds in 2023 (Thames Water had no debt at the time of its privatisation), has been used to justify tariff increases of 50 per cent. However, Macquarie Bank’s financial operation, which culminated in the sale of its shares in 2017, yielded 2,800 million in dividends for its shareholders.
The fact that multilateral banks and the IMF support, as complementary measures, the strategies for the privatisation of water and sanitation services and the strategies for the financialisation of these services and of aquatic ecosystems and their functions in developing countries, exacerbates the speculative risks posed by these strategies in these countries, whilst simultaneously endorsing such strategies at a global level.
		The UN’s institutional weakness in the face of the Global Water Crisis
As is well known, the United Nations has no institution dedicated specifically to the management of water and aquatic ecosystems. However, more than 35 specialised agencies and bodies of the United Nations deal with various water-related issues, although none has water as its primary mandate.
This institutional weakness has led to the lobby of large private operators filling this void on the international stage, organising, for example, the so-called World Water Council and convening the World Water Forum every three years.
The World Water Council, established in 1996 by the leading water and sanitation operators – specifically VEOLIA and SUEZ (now a single corporation following VEOLIA’s acquisition of SUEZ in 2022) – as well as other major corporations such as Coca-Cola and Monsanto,[footnoteRef:42]  had 358 members in 2020.[footnoteRef:43] Under the leadership of these corporations, the Council also includes UN agencies such as the UNDP and UNESCO, the World Bank, academic networks, universities and professional organisations representing engineers and irrigators. [42: 	 	https://www.ecoportal.net/temas-especiales/agua/marsella_el_agua_nuevamente_entre_la_vida_y_la_muerte/.]  [43: 	 	https://academia-lab.com/enciclopedia/consejo-mundial-del-agua/#google_vignette.] 

Since 1997, the Council has convened the World Water Forum every three years, in collaboration with the governments acting as hosts on each occasion. The Forum, accessible only to those who can afford the exorbitant registration fees, has drawn widespread criticism from social movements defending water, rivers and human rights. These social movements and organisations, which campaigned for the recognition of the human rights to water and sanitation, until the General Assembly recognised them in 2010, and which continue to advocate for their effective realisation today, have been organising corresponding Alternative Forums, denouncing the trend towards the privatisation, commodification and financialisation of water that successive World Water Forums have been promoting, guided by the interests of large private corporations.
The Special Rapporteur often puts forward the following thought: let us imagine that the WHO did not exist and that, in order to discuss risks to public health – including pandemics such as the one caused by COVID – it was the pharmaceutical lobby that convened regular global meetings … Well, that has been the prevailing reality in global water governance when it comes to tackling the global water crisis.
UN-Water has sought to address this institutional weakness by coordinating the institutions and agencies within the UN system involved in water management, although such coordination has suffered – and continues to suffer – from very limited operational capacity. Despite its efforts to improve coordination within the United Nations system on water issues – for example, through the United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation and its Collaborative Implementation Plan, in 2024 — the United Nations system’s coordination, coherence and efficiency in supporting the needs of vulnerable populations are undermined by a lack of coordination amongst Member States when it comes to assigning mandates on water within the various governing bodies of the United Nations system.
The organisation of World Water Day and World Toilet Day, together with the annual publication of the UN World Water Development Report, are perhaps UN-Water’s most visible activities; in fact, it is UNESCO that ultimately assumes operational responsibility for producing this annual report on behalf of UN-Water.
In 2023, the United Nations convened, by General Assembly Resolution 73/226, the second World Water Conference, 47 years after the first, which took place in Mar del Plata (Argentina). The announcement initially met with bewilderment, and subsequently raised expectations of a future in which the UN appeared to wish to assume its responsibilities in this area. Unfortunately, the Rapporteur considers that the resolution which made the 2021 Conference possible lacked a genuine strategy for the UN to assume these responsibilities in the management of water and aquatic ecosystems. It was simply a matter of assessing progress on the ‘Decade of Action for Water 2018–2028’ at the halfway point and taking stock of how progress was being made towards the water-related Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 6). The Conference did not even envisage drawing up conclusions that could be submitted to the General Assembly. It ultimately adopted the Water Action Agenda, comprising hundreds of non-binding measures that have had no significant impact.
However, the Conference itself highlighted the need for the UN to promote a strategy to tackle the global water crisis in the face of the grim prospects posed by ongoing climate change, and raised expectations that the UN would take on this responsibility.
On 1 September 2023, the General Assembly decided, by Resolution 77/334, to convene two further Water Conferences: in 2026, to accelerate progress towards SDG 6; and in 2028, to conduct a final review of the objectives of the International Decade for Action ‘Water for Sustainable Development’ (2018–2028). Resolution 77/334 also requested the Secretary-General to draw up a Water and Sanitation Strategy for the entire United Nations system. UN-Water drafted the document, which the Secretary-General would eventually adopt and publish in July 2024: United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation.
In September 2024, the Secretary-General, Mr Antonio Guterres, established the post of Special Envoy on Water, appointing Ms Retno Marsudi to follow up on the Water Action Agenda and build on the opportunities opened up by the 2023 Water Conference.
		Global Water Operators’ Partnership Alliance
The Global Water Operators’ Partnerships Alliance (GWOPA) was established, on the initiative of UN-Habitat, as a ‘not-for-profit’ network for knowledge-sharing amongst water operators, with the aim of strengthening the capacities of operators with fewer resources in particular. Although the Association has welcomed all types of operators from the outset, its statutes stipulated that the majority of the Steering Committee should be composed of public operators.[footnoteRef:44] Thus, an initiative was born with objectives and principles consistent with what a human rights-based approach should entail, although these alone do not guarantee such an approach. In fact, GWOPA dedicates a thematic area to ‘the human rights to water and sanitation’, referencing General Assembly Resolution 64/292, amongst other areas, but without a hierarchical structure that prioritises human rights over issues such as financing and investment on its agenda. [44: 	 	Kishimoto, S. (2014), Evaluation of the Global Water Operators’ Partnerships Alliance (GWOPA), Municipal Services Project: https://www.municipalservicesproject.org/userfiles/Kishimoto_GWOPA_evaluation_April2014.pdf.] 

Whilst viewing this Alliance as positive overall, the Special Rapporteur notes a worrying trend in which the influence of large private corporations is growing under the pretext of mobilising investment through ‘blended finance’ mechanisms towards the Global South—[footnoteRef:45] —strategies that are certainly not based on the principle of ‘non-profit’ collaboration, but quite the opposite. In this regard, the concerns raised by the Transnational Institute (TNI) are relevant, particularly regarding partnerships involving large private operators as a strategy for entering and expanding commercial projects, as is the case with the twinning arrangement between Sedapar and Aguas Andinas, which belongs to AGBAR-VEOLIA. [footnoteRef:46] [45: 	 	https://wereldwaternet.nl/en/get-inspired/latest-news/solidarity-in-action-at-the-6th-gwopa-congress.]  [46: 	 	Transnational Institute (2012), https://www.tni.org/files/critique_of_wop-lac_final_4sep-espanol.pdf.] 

As regards the criteria for determining which actors may enter into twinning arrangements, the Rapporteur considers that the requirement for them to be formally recognised operators excludes rural communities where water is managed by community-based organisations that are not legally recognised as operators. In Latin America and the Caribbean alone, UNESCO research (2022) estimates that there are more than 180,000 community institutions managing water for over 80 million people living in poverty.[footnoteRef:47] [47: 	 	https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383912/PDF/383912spa.pdf.multi.] 

		United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation [footnoteRef:48] [48: 	 	https://sdgs.un.org/documents/united-nations-system-wide-strategy-water-and-sanitation-advance-version-55761.] 

The aim of the United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation is to strengthen inter-agency coordination and step up the efforts of the various United Nations agencies and institutions to provide more effective and coherent support to Member States in the field of water and sanitation.
To this end, the document sets out and elaborates on five points:
(a)	strengthening the United Nations’ leadership in this area,
(b)	improving support for countries in line with their requirements and needs, 
(c)	improving policy coherence, 
(d)	developing the five global accelerators for SDG 6: financing, data and information, capacity building, innovation and governance,
(e)	strengthening accountability through joint review and learning.
Of these five points, the first – which sets out the need to strengthen the UN’s global leadership in tackling the global water crisis – and the third – which aims to improve the coherence of the policies to be developed – are undoubtedly essential and should be closely linked. However, the Rapporteur considers that the document fails to analyse in depth either the nature or the key aspects of the global water crisis in order to propose strategic approaches that would strengthen the UN’s coherence and leadership in addressing this crisis; this undermines the implementation of point 4 through effective measures and strategies to advance progress towards achieving SDG 6.
The Rapporteur considers that the document includes elements that are undoubtedly necessary, as well as interesting lines of action, albeit of a fundamentally instrumental nature; however, it misses the opportunity to develop the key pillar that should underpin the strategy to tackle the global water crisis, namely governance, which is only weakly addressed as the fifth accelerator of SDG 6.
Among the document’s valuable elements, the following are particularly noteworthy.
The central role of water governance in promoting peace and sustainable development, through intergovernmental processes addressing the climate crisis, food security, public health and biodiversity, amongst others. It is therefore concluded that UN-Water must promote awareness of issues relating to water and sanitation in these global debates. However, the coherence that should underpin this awareness of the importance of water remains to be clarified.
Improving coordination between UN agencies, institutions and projects,
overcoming fragmentation and improving coordination between the agencies, funds and programmes working in 4,000 localities across 162 countries.[footnoteRef:49] To this end, emphasis is placed on strengthening inter-institutional coordination in close collaboration with the United Nations Country Teams (UNCTs) and the Resident Coordinators, in line with the Secretary-General’s ‘UN 2.0’ initiative, within the framework of our Common Agenda.[footnoteRef:50] [49: 	 	United Nations, UN 2.0: Forward-thinking Culture and Cutting-edge Skills for Better United Nations System Impact. Our Common Agenda, Policy Brief 11 (2023).]  [50: 	 	Ibid.] 

Coordinate efforts with governments, but also with local authorities and community leaders.   Beyond coordinating efforts with governments around the plans they propose, there is a need to open up dialogue and collaboration with local institutions and civil society, paying particular attention to the most vulnerable populations.
Involve and mobilise stakeholders, promoting dialogue and collaboration with them. Undoubtedly, dialogue and collaboration are always positive, but continuing to talk about mobilising stakeholders in general creates confusion and proves ineffective. The term ‘stakeholder’ refers to interested individuals and organisations; however, this interest may stem from a variety of reasons: corporate and commercial interests; a spirit of solidarity; basic needs linked to human rights, etc. If we wish to promote social participation, we must ask ourselves where the problems and difficulties lie, and focus our greatest efforts there.
Strengthening multi-sectoral strategies. The Special Rapporteur fully supports the UN system’s progress in integrating multi-sectoral policies and strategies, developing the links between water management on and on the other hand ecosystem sustainability, food, energy and health, etc. -  nexi on which the Special Rapporteur has devoted specific reports (A/HRC/54/32, A/79/190, A/HRC/60/30, A/HRC/63/34).
Encourage the development of the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, with a view to promoting strategies for peace, collaboration and adaptation to climate change through hydrological planning.
		STRENGTHENING THE UN’S CAPACITIES TO ADDRESS THE GLOBAL WATER CRISIS
		Clarify the nature of the challenge we face
In the document *United Nations System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation*, the Special Rapporteur notes the absence of serious reflection on the true nature of the challenge we face when we refer to the Global Water Crisis. It will be difficult to devise an appropriate strategy unless we clearly identify the nature of the challenge we seek to address.
The focus is often placed on the limited quantity of fresh water provided by nature and its uneven distribution across islands and continents, set against the insatiable growth in demand driven by the paradigm of unlimited growth as the basis for progress. It is extremely worrying that this paradigm is never called into question, even though, as the former Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty, Professor Olivier de Schutter, recently argued, the unlimited growth in demand for basic resources such as water or energy inevitably leads to unsustainable outcomes. In this regard, the Special Rapporteur is particularly concerned about the uncontrolled growth – taking place under unacceptable conditions of lack of transparency – of data centres, with their excessive demands for water and electricity, which jeopardise both climate change mitigation strategies and water management during droughts in many regions. The United Nations must sound the alarm regarding this conception of progress based on unlimited growth – particularly in terms of water demand – and resolutely promote a new vision of progress that respects planetary boundaries.
On the other hand, viewing water as a useful and scarce resource leads to it being managed as a mere economic commodity according to market logic, thereby justifying strategies for the privatisation and commodification of water. From this general perspective, arguments emerge based on blind faith in technological development – to optimise efficiency – and in infrastructure development, framing the global water crisis as a major financial challenge. This leads to the justification of strategies that present water management as a promising business opportunity for major financial powers.
The Special Rapporteur, however, has consistently maintained that such approaches are misguided, whilst arguing that the global water crisis is, in his view, a crisis of governance. He contends that this requires restoring the sustainability of aquatic ecosystems and ensuring the democratic management of available water flows in each territory, by developing a human rights-based approach to water governance.
The global water crisis on this planet – which might well be called ‘Water Planet’ or ‘Blue Planet’ – is not strictly speaking a crisis of scarcity, nor even a crisis of freshwater scarcity. It is true that, in certain arid or semi-arid regions, with the ongoing climate emergency, problems of physical scarcity are emerging that may render those regions uninhabitable. However, the vast majority of the more than 2,000 million people without guaranteed access to drinking water are not people suffering from thirst, lacking water in their living environments, but rather impoverished people who live alongside rivers or on top of contaminated aquifers, or whose water is monopolised by powerful actors for their productive activities. Impoverished people who, moreover, lack the necessary means to bring drinking water to their homes.
Water quality problems are on the rise, increasingly due to toxic pollution, the breakdown of the sustainability and functionality of aquatic ecosystems, and, in particular, issues of inequality and poverty which governments are failing to address by giving due priority to the allocation of available resources to guarantee the human rights at stake.
Consequently, in his argument, the Special Rapporteur has been emphasising the need to recognise the natural limits of the water cycle in different territories and to ensure the sustainable management of aquatic ecosystems. Furthermore, he stresses that the billions of people living in poverty do not represent a business opportunity for anyone, but rather pose a genuine democratic challenge at a global level, with specific manifestations in each territory and each country.
With regard to the growing toxic pollution of water caused by toxic discharges from mining, industry and industrial agriculture – which are progressively, cumulatively and irreversibly poisoning hundreds of millions of people with heavy metals, agrochemicals, PFAs and other toxins – the Special Rapporteur has been calling for the recognition of the crime of ecocide as the fifth international crime under the Rome Statute[footnoteRef:51], , for cases in which not only water but also food and the land itself are contaminated indefinitely in what are now known as ‘sacrificed territories’. The United Nations should give space and attention to the campaign for reform of the Rome Statute promoted by the Stop Ecocide Foundation, supported by IUCN[footnoteRef:52] and by a growing number of States.[footnoteRef:53] [51: 	 	See for example A/HRC/54/32, paras 117-118 and A/HRC/63/34, para. 66.]  [52: 	 	https://www.bioguia.com/ultimas-noticias/novedad-uicn-reconoce-ecocidio-como-crimen-internacional_143843395.html.]  [53: 	 	https://es.stopecocide.earth/leading-states.] 

In short, the Special Rapporteur, whilst not underestimating the importance of applying available technological developments and addressing unavoidable financial challenges, insists on the need to tackle the global water crisis as a crisis of sustainability and democratic governance of aquatic ecosystems and available water resources.
		Strengthening social participation
With the announcement of the Water Conferences in 2023, 2026 and 2028, a historic opportunity has arisen to debate and reflect on the true nature of the challenge of guaranteeing human rights linked to water management, making progress in particular towards the achievement of SDG 6.
In the discourse we have been using, we emphasise the promotion of dialogue and collaboration with stakeholders as one of the keys to accelerating progress towards SDG 6. This approach is also set out, as explained above, in the recently approved System-wide Strategy for Water and Sanitation. However, to effectively ensure this dialogue, it is necessary to discern the nature of the interests at stake, identify where there are obstacles to establishing this dialogue, and determine what the priorities should be.
A company’s interest in maximising its profits, regardless of its legitimacy, cannot be equated with the need for drinking water to ensure a dignified life for an impoverished family. Furthermore, companies with interests in water management have the necessary means to participate in the processes promoted by the United Nations and to defend their interests. However, impoverished communities and the organisations defending their rights often lack these means. For this reason, the Special Rapporteur emphasises the need to pay specific attention to rights-holders who do not have effective access to their rights, who are silenced and repressed when they demand them, and who lack the means to participate in the forums for debate that are organised. The main shortcomings of social dialogue lie here.
Within the United Nations, the institution that has undoubtedly best understood this challenge and addressed it is the FAO, which established the Mechanism for Social Participation and Indigenous Peoples within the Committee on World Food Security, in which organisations representing Indigenous Peoples and La Via Campesina participate as rights-holders. Obviously, large corporations take part in the debates and lobby as stakeholders, but through other channels. Establishing a Council for Social Participation and Indigenous Peoples’ Participation in the management of water and aquatic ecosystems would enable the building of bridges for dialogue and ongoing collaboration with those who, as rights-holders, are rendered invisible, silenced and even criminalised for defending their rights. Such a Council could be linked to the Secretariat of the Water Conference, should that Conference be institutionalised.
When promoting such social participation in the management of water sources and water and sanitation services, it is essential to ensure the equal and effective participation of women, as they are the ones who take on the greatest responsibility for securing water and sanitation – contributing a vast amount of unpaid labour to water management and care work – especially when water does not reach their homes; and it is usually women who take on the responsibility of caring for water sources in indigenous communities and in many rural communities. Particular attention must be paid to women’s participation when it comes to ensuring the human right to sanitation and hygiene, insofar as this must include menstrual health and hygiene, as I argued in the recent thematic report presented to the Council this year.[footnoteRef:54] [54: 	 	https://docs.un.org/en/A/HRC/63/34.] 

In the usual discourse at the United Nations, special attention is often, and rightly so, called for with regard to the participation of women and young people… However, unless specific criteria are established to organise this participation – so that women and young people involved in defending the human rights to water and sanitation within Indigenous Peoples, rural communities and social movements of human rights defenders can take part – such participation may be reduced to women and young people who receive support from private corporations to cover travel and accommodation costs, which creates risks of co-optation that should be avoided.
As I argued in my 2025 report on the Democratic Governance of Water, water management presents a democratic challenge at the territorial level – for the sustainable management of rivers and aquifers – and at the local level, with water and sanitation services falling under the responsibility of local authorities and community bodies.
Non-profit public-public collaboration and partnerships between responsible institutions and public operators, which do not seek to generate commercial profits, must be recognised and valued at an international level as a strategy for improving the capacities of the weakest operators and institutions.
Empowering local institutions in rural areas, in particular, requires strengthening their capacities and decentralising support centres across the territory. It is also necessary to facilitate direct collaboration with these local institutions, both from international cooperation bodies and multilateral banks, whilst avoiding or minimising bureaucratic intermediation. From this perspective, the United Nations must promote, at a global level, recognition, dialogue and support for local institutions, with particular attention to rural areas and the community-based management model practised by indigenous peoples, rural communities and even neighbourhood groups in impoverished settlements on the urban periphery. In this regard, valuing, respecting and empowering community institutions wherever they manage these services – whilst leaving no one behind – requires legislative changes, such as those promoted by the Colombian Government in recent years, through the development of a Public-Community Partnership strategy.
		Promoting a human rights-based approach to water governance
Human rights, including economic, social and cultural rights, have been central pillars of the United Nations to date, and should be further strengthened in any future proposal for UN reform. They have ushered in a historic normative era, inspired by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, with a set of international norms and standards aimed at guaranteeing a dignified life for all, leaving no one behind or marginalised.
In 2003, the United Nations defined and adopted the conceptual framework for the human rights-based approach when designing and developing plans and programmes for the various institutions and agencies of the United Nations system.[footnoteRef:55] This conceptual framework, based on international norms and laws, protects human, civil, cultural, economic, political and social rights, whilst establishing the corresponding obligations. [55: 	 	https://unsdg.un.org/es/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach.] 

Promoting this approach, particularly in the governance of water and aquatic ecosystems, constitutes a global democratic challenge that the United Nations must lead. This involves clarifying objectives, principles, priorities, criteria and management strategies, in order to advance universal access to safe drinking water and sanitation, leaving no one behind, including future generations. Promoting this approach requires not only developing the principles of availability, accessibility, affordability, quality and acceptability, but also those of priority and sustainability, as well as ensuring transparent governance that is publicly accountable and open to social participation. Priority must be given both to reserving the highest-quality and most reliable sources for drinking water supply and to the allocation of available resources. Furthermore, ensuring the sustainability and good health of aquatic ecosystems – beyond being part of the human right to a healthy and sustainable environment – is essential to enable those living in conditions of poverty and vulnerability to have access to drinking water. Furthermore, this approach demands transparency, public accountability and open public participation in water governance, as services that must be managed as ‘everyone’s business’, a ‘res publica’, paying particular attention to and empowering, as rights-holders, those living in conditions of poverty and vulnerability.
Finally, it is essential to apply the principle of equity in the distribution of rights and obligations, preventing the hoarding of rights or the granting of privileged conditions to the most powerful.
In contrast to all of the above, it is evident that promoting a market-based, profit-driven approach stands in clear contradiction with this human rights-based approach.
Promoting this human rights-based approach to water governance, in order to tackle the global water crisis, has a global dimension that the UN must take on board. 
		Tackling the global water crisis against the backdrop of the critical situation facing the UN
Crises often present opportunities for change. The United Nations is currently facing difficult times of crisis, under attack from powerful actors seeking to dismantle multilateralism, marginalise human rights and impose a global order based on the law of the jungle. Perhaps this crisis presents an opportunity to tackle changes and reforms that have long been necessary
In any case, we are faced with the need to tackle the global water crisis against the significant institutional, political and financial pressures within the UN. The Special Rapporteur believes that the holding of the Water Conference in 2023, and the convening of the Conferences in 2026 and 2028, open up a concrete path that must be followed in the context of this necessary reform. One of the key elements of coherence which, in the Special Rapporteur’s view, must underpin this reform and strengthening of the UN lies in creating genuinely effective spaces for social participation in the defence of human rights. The positive expectations that this Conference has raised amongst those who work and campaign for the realisation of the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation should not be dashed, as they represent vital momentum for the changes the UN needs. For this reason, the Special Rapporteur insists on the need to institutionalise the Conference, with regular sessions, under the responsibility of the UN and not of private corporations.
Furthermore, the Multilateral Mechanism that is due to be adopted by the General Assembly must not only promote this Conference as a forum in which Member States address their responsibility to reach agreements that enable them to tackle the Global Water Crisis, but the Conference itself should adopt a human rights-based approach and be open to broad social participation. In this regard, as the Special Rapporteur has consistently emphasised, special attention must be paid to the effective participation of those living in poverty and vulnerability, who are often rendered invisible and silenced – if not criminalised – for demanding their human rights as rights-holders.
Bearing in mind that in most countries the responsibility for managing water and sanitation services lies with local institutions – whether municipalities or community-based organisations – it is essential to open the Conference to the participation of these institutions, as well as public operators, who are currently unable to participate as full members in the Conferences because they are public institutions or organisations.
The Special Rapporteur is aware of the difficulty of adopting resolutions at present that may entail financial costs, in the midst of the UN’s financial crisis. However, the UN’s financial crisis must not lead to it shirking its responsibilities, in this case when it comes to tackling the Global Water Crisis, using the resources available. In fact, the proposals put forward require more political will than financial resources, provided the available means of communication and online participation are utilised.
		The need for a Framework Convention on Water

This document sets out a wide and complex range of problems and challenges in the management of water and aquatic ecosystems, which are being exacerbated by climate change, and which the United Nations must address. Given the evident institutional weakness and fragmentation currently prevailing within the United Nations, an effort must be made to ensure that we do not lose sight of the forest for the trees. This issue arose in the European Union in the 1990s, with the drafting of numerous directives on the management of water and aquatic ecosystems, which led to calls for a Water Framework Directive, which was eventually adopted in 2000.
The United Nations has the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, known as the UN Water Convention, which entered into force in 1996. At that time, only UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) member states could accede to it. However, from 2003 onwards, it was agreed to open up the possibility of accession to all UN Member States, based on the conviction that the issues in question were not exclusive to the pan-European region covered by the UNECE, and that the Convention was, and should be, an effective instrument for promoting peace and cooperation between neighbouring peoples throughout the world. Today, the Convention has been ratified by 61 Parties, going well beyond UNECE member states.
In 1999, the focus on the issues and potential conflicts in transboundary river basins – which had inspired the Convention – shifted to the need to protect public health by ensuring access to safe drinking water, sanitation and hygiene. The result was the signing of the UNECE Protocol on Water and Health, the first and, to date, only global treaty in force that seeks to help governments protect public health by ensuring that their populations have access to safe drinking water, sanitation and hygiene. Once again, it is clear that these issues and objectives are not exclusive to the pan-European region, and are in fact even more urgent in much of the rest of the world.
For all these reasons, the Rapporteur believes it is essential to strengthen and extend ratification of the aforementioned Protocol globally, whilst bolstering its funding. States with greater means and resources should view this UNECE Protocol on Water and Health as the key pillar for strengthening climate change adaptation strategies worldwide, paying particular attention to and providing support for the most vulnerable countries and regions. 
In the Rapporteur’s view, Africa’s proactive and dynamic response to the global water crisis – clearly demonstrated by the celebration of the Year of Water in Africa – can play a key role in this global expansion of the Protocol.
The United Nations also has the three Rio Conventions – on Climate Change, Desertification and Biodiversity – in place. In all of them, the crisis of unsustainability in aquatic ecosystems and its consequences is a key issue.
Safe drinking water and sanitation were recognized as international human rights standards through resolutions adopted by the UN General Assembly (64/292) and the UN Human Rights Council (15/9). Even prior to this, interpreting State obligations arising from the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural rights, in its General Comment No. 15, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has confirmed that the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation are anchored in the Covenant, specifically in article 11(1) the right to an adequate standard of adequate living, as well as in article 12 (1) on the human right to the highest attainable standard of health. Nevertheless, to date, there is no international human rights treaty explicitly enshrining the human rights to safe drinking water and sanitation for all.
Finally, a unanimous call has emerged from social movements to institutionalize the Water Conference, opening it up to broad social participation and adopting a human rights-based approach, which is accompanied by significant debates within the United Nations. In the Special Rapporteur’s view, the emergence of this demand coincides with the urgent need to strengthen the Protocol on Water and Health, and to address the challenges of unsustainable aquatic ecosystems raised by the three Rio Conventions. It is against this backdrop that the Special Rapporteur proposes that Member States, UN-Water and all institutions of the United Nations system reflect on the need not only to coordinate but also to unify the response to the challenge posed by the Global Water Crisis, opening up the prospect of a future and desirable Framework Convention on Water that commits to promoting a human rights-based approach to water and aquatic ecosystem governance.
		CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
To tackle the Global Water Crisis and make effective progress towards achieving SDG 6, the Special Rapporteur emphasises the need to clarify the true nature of the challenge we face. The billions of people living in poverty, who do not have guaranteed access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation services, do not represent a business opportunity for anyone; rather, they pose a challenge for the sustainable and democratic management of the water resources available in each territory, which requires the development of a human rights-based approach to water governance.
Tackling this global water crisis also requires fostering broad social participation, creating specific spaces for those who, because they live in conditions of poverty and/or marginalisation, are often sidelined, silenced and even criminalised for claiming their rights as rights-holders – with women often at the forefront.
At a time when the UN is facing a severe crisis, under attack from those who seek to impose a global order governed by the law of the strongest, it is necessary to view this crisis as a window of opportunity to implement the necessary reforms that should strengthen the pillar of human rights, including social, economic and cultural rights. In particular, in the face of the global water crisis – which is being exacerbated and accelerated by climate change – the United Naions must not remain paralysed but must assume its rightful global responsibility.
The Special Rapporteur calls on States and relevant international institutions to strengthen implementation of existing human rights obligations and environmental commitments, improve coordination across existing institutional frameworks, and consider further institutional and normative developments where significant gaps remain.
To this end, the Special Rapporteur proposes the following recommendations:
	1.	Institutionalisation of the UN Water Conference
Member States should consider establishing a regular and predictable multilateral mechanism under United Nations auspices to ensure continuity of the UN Water Conference process. The mechanism should promote a human rights-based approach to water governance and ensure broad, meaningful and inclusive participation, with particular attention to rights-holders living in poverty and vulnerable situations.
	2.	Permanent mechanism for social and indigenous peoples’ participation
Member States and relevant United Nations entities should consider establishing a permanent mechanism for the participation of Indigenous Peoples, community organisations, human rights defenders, civil society organisations and social movements in international water governance, with particular attention to the participation of women and youth. The mechanism could provide structured advice and participation to UN Water and, where appropriate, the Secretariat of the UN Water Conference, with transparent arrangements to ensure representativeness, independence and accountability.
	3.	Participation of local authorities, public operators and community institutions
The UN Water Conference process should be open for participation by local and regional authorities, public water and sanitation operators, community organisations and other relevant public and community institutions involved in the management of water and sanitation services.
	4.	Water-centred climate adaptation
States and relevant United Nations entities should give greater priority to water-centred climate adaptation strategies, guided by a just and sustainable water transition. Such strategies should be developed through meaningful participation of Indigenous Peoples, affected communities and other rights-holders, with equal participation of women, and should give particular attention to the needs of communities facing the greatest risks from drought, flooding, sea-level rise, salinisation and the deterioration of aquatic ecosystems.
	5.	Climate-related displacement and planned relocation
States, supported by relevant United Nations entities and international cooperation mechanisms, should strengthen preparedness for displacement and, where necessary, planned relocation of communities affected by severe and prolonged drought, sea-level rise, salinisation and flooding. Measures should be rights-based, participatory and adequately resourced, and should safeguard dignity, safety, access to basic services, livelihoods, cultural rights and the right of affected communities to participate in decisions concerning their future. These processes should also guarantee resources and adequate services for the communities living in the host territories.
	6.	Prevention and peaceful resolution of transboundary water conflicts
States should strengthen international cooperation and mechanisms for the prevention and peaceful resolution of disputes concerning transboundary watercourses and aquifers, including through the implementation of applicable international law. Where water-related disputes or water insecurity contribute to situations constituting a threat to international peace and security, the Security Council should give due consideration to their implications, consistently with its mandate under the Charter of the United Nations.
	7.	Strengthening the UN Special Procedures system
The Human Rights Council and member states should strengthen Special procedures by reasonably bolstering the resources available to the Special Rapporteurs and by promoting joint programs across different mandates on issues of common concern. Whilst acknowledging the difficulties involved in revising the requirement that governments officially invite Special Rapporteurs to carry out visits to monitor compliance with human rights in the country, the Special Rapporteur considers it necessary, at the very least, to open a debate on how to address cases where there is a systematic blocking of such visits and look at alternatives.
	8.	Strengthening the Universal Periodic Review
The effectiveness of the Universal Periodic Review should be strengthened through more systematic and meaningful input from National Human Rights Institutions, civil society organisations, human rights defenders and relevant United Nations mechanisms throughout the review cycle, including in the preparation of stakeholder submissions and the follow-up to recommendations. The public visibility, accessibility and national-level implementation of recommendations relating to water, sanitation and associated human rights should be enhanced. United Nations country teams should support inclusive national follow-up, in cooperation with States, relevant national institutions.
	9.	Cooperation with regional human rights mechanisms
The United Nations should strengthen structured cooperation and dialogue with regional human rights courts and other regional human rights mechanisms, with a view to promoting coherence in the interpretation and application of international human rights law, facilitating the exchange of jurisprudence and improving access to effective remedies. In regions where effective regional judicial protection remains limited or unavailable, Member States should be encouraged to explore appropriate options for strengthening regional human rights protection, in accordance with international law and through processes based on State participation and consent. For instance, a link between regional courts and the UN can be explored to enable the development of global case law on human rights and foster negotiations to extend their jurisdiction to all continents and countries.
	10.	Human rights and environmental responsibility in international financing
International financial institutions, including the World Bank Group, regional multilateral development banks and the International Monetary Fund, require a radical shift to strengthen the human rights and environmental dimensions of their policies and operations relevant to water governance. This should include greater attention to inequality and marginalisation, the sustainability of aquatic ecosystems, the protection of affected communities, meaningful public participation and the capacity of States to fulfil their human rights obligations.
In particular:
(a)	Financing and policy advice relating to water and sanitation should be assessed against their implications for the availability, accessibility, affordability, acceptability and quality of services, as well as their distributional, environmental and human rights impacts.
(b)	Multilateral financial institutions should support the development of effective public institutions and transparent, accountable and participatory governance arrangements. Community-based water governance must be supported and strengthened wherever it exists, with meaningful community involvement in the design, implementation and monitoring of projects.
(c)	Financial agreements and strategies, as well as the international investment rules of multilateral financial institutions, must be designed and implemented in a manner consistent with the human rights and environmental obligations assumed by States within the framework of the United Nations.
(d) Decisions concerning major water infrastructure, including dams, should be informed by rigorous environmental and human rights impact assessments, meaningful participation of affected communities, appropriate safeguards and effective access to remedies. States and multilateral financial institutions should draw on the recommendations of the World Commission on Dams.
(e) States and international financial institutions should consider options for mobilising additional and predictable resources for water, sanitation, climate adaptation and ecosystem protection, including through international tax cooperation and the assessment of proposals for financial transaction taxes.
	11.	Severe environmental destruction and international criminal law
Member States should consider further developing international criminal law in response to severe environmental destruction, including by examining proposals to recognise ecocide as an international crime through the appropriate process for amending the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court. In parallel, States should strengthen prevention, monitoring, accountability and access to remedies in cases of serious water and soil pollution and other environmental harm affecting human rights.
	12.	Strengthening international cooperation on transboundary watercourses
States should promote wider participation in and more effective implementation of the Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses and the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes. To achieve this, a multilateral fund should be promoted to incentivize and finance cooperation among riparian States, including through information-sharing, joint monitoring, prevention of significant harm, equitable and reasonable utilisation and the protection of water-related ecosystems.
	13.	Extending international cooperation on water, sanitation, hygiene and health
States and relevant United Nations entities should promote broader international application of the principles and approaches reflected in the UNECE Protocol on Water and Health. They should explore options for expanding international cooperation on water, sanitation, hygiene and health, including through consideration of appropriate arrangements for wider participation or the development of a complementary global instrument leading to a global treaty. Adequate financial and technical support should be mobilised for countries and communities facing the greatest challenges, particularly in the context of climate change and public health risks.
	14.	Coordination among the Rio Conventions
States and relevant United Nations entities should strengthen coordination among the three Rio Conventions and other relevant international frameworks, including through the Joint Liaison Group, to promote greater coherence in addressing the interconnected challenges of climate change, biodiversity loss, land degradation and the sustainability of aquatic ecosystems, giving appropriate attention to water-related human rights.
	15.	Exploring a framework convention on water and aquatic ecosystems
Member States, UN-Water and relevant United Nations bodies should launch a structured assessment of whether a future Framework Convention on Water could address significant gaps in the existing international legal and institutional architecture for the governance of water and aquatic ecosystems. This assessment should identify the added value of this Framework Convention, its relationship with existing treaties and institutions, and its potential to strengthen coherence between human rights, environmental protection, climate adaptation, transboundary cooperation and public participation. Any proposal should be developed through an inclusive, transparent process that is open to broad public participation.
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