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Abstract
This paper focuses on water governance in the aftermath of the 2012 United Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development (UNCSD or Rio+20). Water governance is defined here as a process in which
law has a transformational role by allowing policy goals to become tangible and enforceable rights and
obligations. Against this conceptual background global water governance appears to be still fragmented
and incoherent. More coordination efforts and further harmonisation is needed, but more importantly global
institutions are required to allow international law to operate effectively. It is within this context that the
UNCSD can be seen as an international agenda setting process and three key water related topics appear to
be on such agenda: water and sanitation; water and ecosystem services and water and climate change. The
paper concludes with a call in favour of considering water not just as a public good, but mainly as a driver
for sustainable development.
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1. Introduction

It is difficult to think of another natural resource as important as water. The latter is
essential for life on earth, not only for humans, but also for animals and, more broadly,
for healthy ecosystems on the planet. For humans water is not only crucial for quenching
their natural thirst, but is a key input for agriculture and numerous industrial activities.
Furthermore, both non-renewable and renewable energy require vast amounts of water.
The 21st century is therefore seeing an increasing attention to multiple challenges to water
resources coming from the water/energy and water/food nexus.1 The relevance of water
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See Morgan Bazilian et al., “Considering the energy, water and food nexus: Towards an integrated
modelling approach”, 39 Energy Policy (2011), p. 7896.

for key human activities has led in the past to consider that future wars will be fought
over this natural resource,2 rather than over oil or minerals. Some argue that this is already
happening.3 This dimension adds to the water debate a security aspect, which makes it
even more important that States, and all stakeholders more generally, do not compete over
scarce water resources, but cooperate in their management. The United Nations (UN)
made this call for cooperation very clear when in 2010 it decided that 2013 would be the
International Year of Water Cooperation.4
Against this background, this paper focuses on water governance in the aftermath
of the 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (UNCSD or
Rio+20). Water governance is defined here as a process in which law has a
transformational role by allowing policy goals to become tangible and enforceable rights
and obligations. Against this conceptual background global water governance appears to
be still fragmented and incoherent. More coordination efforts and further harmonisation
is needed, but more importantly global institutions are required to allow international law
to operate effectively. It is within this context that the UNCSD can be seen as an
international agenda setting process and three key water related topics appear to be on
such agenda: water and sanitation; water and ecosystem services and water and climate
change. The paper concludes with a call in favour of considering water not just as a public
good, but mainly as a driver for sustainable development; hence, worthy of featuring
prominently as a future Sustainable Development Goal (SDG).
The paper is divided in four sections. Section 2 defines governance, water
governance, global water governance and assesses the role of law and international law
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therein. Section 3 critically assesses the outcome of the Rio+20 Conference from a water
context. Finally, the last section draws some conclusions and makes an appeal for
considering water prominently in the UN post-2015 agenda.

2. Global Water Governance and International Law

2.1. From Governance to Global Water Governance
Referring to groundwater, governance has been defined as:
… the process by which groundwater is managed through the application of responsibility,
participation, information availability, transparency, custom, and rule of law. It is the art of
coordinating administrative actions and decision making between and among different jurisdictional
levels – one of which may be global.5

Governance is first and foremost construed as a process. Water governance is therefore
the process by which water resources are managed and can be defined as the “art” of
coordinating water related measures at a sub-national, national, regional or global level.
“Good” governance can be seen as a “regulatory system that shows qualities of
accountability, transparency, legitimacy, public participation, justice, efficiency, the rule
of law, and an absence of corruption”.6 By linking the definitions of groundwater
governance and the one of good governance to water, an image of good water governance
can be construed. This would entail a process by which water resources are managed.
This process can be characterised as a regulatory system underpinned by a series of
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principles, which would include, inter alia, public participation, transparency, efficiency,
and the others mentioned in the definition of good governance stated above.7
The attempt to come up with a definition of water governance is ultimately an
academic exercise, as there is no universal common definition of what governance is, or,
indeed, of what water governance is.8 However, what is clear is that the emergence of the
concept of governance itself in the last decades signals something very important.9 The
State is no longer the sole and primary subject dealing with the management of water
resources, but is currently accompanied by a number of other public and private actors
and networks.
Moving from water governance to global water governance, the question becomes
whether a process through which international waters are managed can be identified at an
international level.10 Pahl-Wostl, Gupta and Petry have identified six important aspects
of this process that can be identified as global water governance:11 international law,12
permanent global intergovernmental agencies,13 developments stemming at a regional
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level,14 international multistakeholder platforms,15 forms of private governance16 and
global communities of scientists and water professionals.17 The picture of global water
governance that stems from the combination of the above-mentioned aspects is “diffuse,
heterogeneous and fragmented”.18 The same authors have labelled global water
governance as “mobious web-type governance”.19

2.2. From Global Water Governance to Global Water Law
The question then becomes whether law has any role to play in global water governance.
And, in particular, whether international law is central to global water governance or not.
Leading authors such as Dellapenna and Gupta,20 and Mechlem,21 agree that law is one
of the elements that define water governance. Mechlem in particular presents a
compelling picture by maintaining (in reference to groundwater governance) that
[l]egal frameworks play a crucial role for effective groundwater governance. They provide the basis
and starting point for policy development and they turn policy decisions into rights and
obligations.22
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Law has therefore a transformational role in the context of water governance. It takes
policy decisions, which in themselves may be general and only provide guidance, and
converts them into more tangible and enforceable rights. For this to be the case, water
governance must be “good”23 and “fair”, which implies that rights and obligations must
be clear and predictable.24
The transformational role of law in the context of water governance is easier to
understand at a domestic level in countries with strong institutions.25 It will be more
difficult to grasp in countries that lack the necessary institutional structure. If a country
lacks administrative powers capable of monitoring the implementation of the obligations
and/or an independent judiciary that can be freely accessed, then it will be difficult for
law to be an effective part of water governance.
The transformational role of law in the context of water governance is also
difficult (but not impossible) to understand in the context of international law. The latter
distinguishes itself from national law for the absence of a central legislating power, an
absence of a strong enforcement agency and the lack of a supreme judicial body. 26
Furthermore, States are still International Law’s main subjects.27 However, as described
by Pahl-Wostl, Gupta and Petry, international law is one aspect of current global water
governance.28 One of the conceptual problems when referring to international law in the
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context of water governance (but not only) is that there is a very thin line between
international law and policy.29 If we go back to Mechlem’s approach according to which
“legal frameworks… provide the basis and starting point for policy development and they
turn policy decisions into rights and obligations”,30 international law does not always
provide for very clear rights and obligations, but, in some cases, only points out general
principles, guidelines and recommendations. This is the case in particular when a specific
issue is governed only by soft law.31 However, if a principle has acquired a customary
international law status,32 then rights and obligations will stem from such principle,
notwithstanding its presence in a soft or hard law legal framework. Having said this, what
becomes crucial is the availability of institutions at a global level capable of enforcing
and defending these water related rights and obligations and to which States and other
subjects of international law (including individuals) can have access to.
Linking these considerations about the role of law in water governance with global
water governance, one can appreciate that, despite cooperation over water going back
centuries, if not millennia,33 this has mainly taken place at basin level. The first efforts to
promote a global agenda on water more broadly conceived are instead very recent. The
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1977 United Nations Water Conference in Mar del Plata is probably one of the first, if
not the first, gathering of States and key stakeholders to discuss water at a global level.34
From then on attention for water increased and, in the wake of the 1992 Earth Summit,
experts gathered in Dublin for the International Conference on Water and the
Environment.35 The outcome of this conference, the Dublin Statement on Water and
Sustainable Development, provided four guiding principles, which were supposed to
move forward international cooperation on water.36
At the UNCED in Rio in 1992, despite the fact that water did not feature directly
in the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development,37 it did have a space of its own
in the Agenda 21,38 which provided a roadmap to all interested parties on how to
implement the Rio Declaration.39 From then on water acquired mainstream importance at
international conferences and access to water and sanitation appeared in the Millennium
Declaration40 and became part of one of the MDGs.41 Water also had its place in the
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Johannesburg Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 and in the Johannesburg
Plan of Implementation.42 There a call was made encouraging to:
Promote effective coordination among the various international and intergovernmental bodies and
processes working on water related issues, both within the United Nations system and between the
United Nations and international financial institutions, drawing on the contributions of other
international institutions and civil society to inform inter-governmental decision making.43

From Johannesburg to the run up to the Rio+20 Conference the international community
has achieved greater international water cooperation and coordination, but not always in
a coherent and orderly manner.
In sum, this section highlighted that water governance is a process in which law
(and international law) has a transformational role.44 Against this conceptual background,
the current mobious-web form of global water governance demonstrates that, although
some progress has been made from the call for further international water cooperation in
Johannesburg back in 2002, more cooperation and more coordination between all actors
involved is still needed. The UNCSD is a further step in the development of global
governance and the next section will critically assess how water has been dealt with
therein.

3. Water and Rio+20
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Twenty years after the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
(UNCED)45 States met again in Rio de Janeiro to renew their political commitment to
sustainable development and to pave the way for green economy policies in the context
of sustainable development.46 The outcome of this high-level meeting has been a political
document titled The Future We Want,47 where strategies to strengthen the institutional
structure of sustainable development at a global level and to promote a green economy
have been fleshed out. More importantly, an inter-governmental process has been
launched to establish a set of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that will build upon
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).48 If somebody was expecting a strong
legally binding agreement from the Rio+20 Conference, or an influential set of limited
principles, along the lines of the outcome of UNCED in 1992,49 then that person will most
likely be disappointed. However, the UNCSD can be better understood as an international
community agenda setting process, where States and other global policymakers and
stakeholders agreed on key areas of concern and of action for current and future
generations. Perceived in that sense, delegates may not have left Rio+20 completely
empty handed. Still, being a process, and one that is only really starting, its success will
be judged in years to come.
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Taking into account the importance that water related matters have acquired in
international relations in the last decades,50 and the stress under which water resources
find themselves currently,51 it is no surprise that water was on the agenda of the
negotiations leading up to the UNCSD. UN-Water, the UN interagency organization
created in 2003 to follow up the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation water related
commitments, highlighted integrated water resources management (IWRM), water and
sanitation, investment in water infrastructure and water-based adaptation to climate
change as key elements needed in order to pursue a green economy. 52 Most of these
recommendations were taken on board at the Rio+20 Conference where water (and
sanitation) was one of the thematic areas of interest in the context of a renewed
commitment on sustainable development and of discourse aiming to move towards a
green economy.53 A close analysis of the text of The Future We Want related specifically
to water and sanitation leads to the following two observations.
On the one hand, the link between water and sustainable development is made
very explicit.54 This puts water in a special position when advocating for a water specific
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SDG.55 On the other hand, The Future We Want serves both as a reminder of past water
related international commitments and as an agenda setting process for future key water
related topics that the international community must face. In terms of reminders, it
reiterates the need to meet target 7.C of the MDG by 2015 by halving the amount of
people worldwide without access to safe-drinking water and basic sanitation.56 It also
stresses the importance to continue improving the implementation of IWRM. In terms of
agenda setting, three key water related topics stem from the water related paragraphs of
The Future We Want: further improve access to water and sanitation; the link between
water and ecosystem services; and the relationship between water and climate change.

3.1. Access to Water and Sanitation
Starting with the first one, access to safe and affordable drinking water and sanitation is
considered a human right that needs to be progressively realized. 57 Three initial
observations can be made here. First, water per se is not a human right; access to safe
drinking water and sanitation is the content of this human right that has slowly but steadily
been developed by the international community in the last decade.58 Second, by referring

sustainable development and underline the critical importance of water and sanitation within the three
dimensions of sustainable development.”
55
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to “affordable” drinking water, the document clarifies that a human right to water does
not mean that water must be given out for free. On the opposite, it promotes quite the
opposite message. Delivering water has a cost, but this needs to be affordable in order for
the human right to access to water and sanitation to be met.59 Third, The Future We Want
maintains that:
We reaffirm our commitments regarding the human right to safe drinking water and sanitation, to
be progressively realized for our populations with full respect for national sovereignty.60

The reference to national sovereignty is a stark reminder that, even if the international
community is moving towards a human right to access to water and sanitation, States are
still perceived as the dominant players in this field. These observations lead to some
further questions: how can a human right to access to water and sanitation be
implemented?61 Who enjoys such a right and which are the obligations that stem from
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having to deliver such a human right?62 And which are the subjects that are bound by a
human right to access to water and sanitation?63

3.2. Water and Ecosystem Services
The second key water related topic that stems from the UNCSD is the link between water
and ecosystem services.64 Despite the fact that it may not appear so prominent in the final
document, water quality and quantity rely heavily on healthy ecosystems. In the water
brief prepared by the UNCSD Secretariat prior to the Rio+20 Conference, payment for
ecosystem services was indicated as one of the means to deliver effective water resources
management and development.65 Taking the above into account, The Future We Want
“support[s] actions within respective national boundaries to protect and sustainably
manage these ecosystems.”66 Two immediate questions beg to mind. First, is payment for
ecosystem services the only way to promote healthy ecosystems? 67 This question is
relevant not only for water, but also for management policies over other natural resources
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that look interestingly at the development of payment for ecosystem services. The second
question, looking closely at the outcome of the Rio+20 Conference, is whether only
actions within national borders will be supported? While this would be a reminder of the
still dominant role of national sovereignty,68 limiting policies at a national scale seems
very problematic and ineffective. If water stems from a transboundary river or a
transboundary aquifer, then quality and quantity of that water in the downstream State
will depend and rely on ecosystems in the upstream State or in other aquifer States.69 To
limit ecosystem considerations within borders is neither realistic nor effective. This is not
to say that opening payment for ecosystem services to “international waters” would be
easy to table and implement, but it is something that needs to be carefully considered.

3.3. Water and Climate Change
The third key water related topic is the relationship between water and climate change. It
is interesting that climate change is not mentioned directly in the water and sanitation
related section of The Future We Want. However, by referring to “the need to adopt
measures to address floods, droughts and water scarcity”,70 the link with climate change,
and with adaptation to climate change in particular, is made apparent. This section on
water needs to be read in conjunction with the outcome of the UNCSD on climate change
itself where “[P]ersistent drought” is referred to as one of the adverse impacts of climate
change already taking place.71 Adaptation, in the same section, is considered as “an
immediate and urgent global priority”. Three questions can be raised when dealing with
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the relationship between climate change and water. First, how different is dealing with,
for example, a flood prone area if climate change adaptation is added to the picture?72
Second, are there any lessons that water can learn by the global fight against climate
change?73 Finally, for good water management to become a driver of climate change
adaptation, does there need to be also a national, regional and global normative and
institutional link between water and climate change?74
In sum, water and sanitation, water and ecosystem services, and water and climate
change are three key areas that The Future We Want has highlighted and that are now
firmly on the international community’s agenda. Whether these areas will lead to a more
coherent global water governance in the future, or make global water governance even
more fragmented than what it is already, is yet to be seen. What is clear is that all these
water hotspots occur in the context of sustainable development and of the debate over
water as a public good.

4. Water: from a Public Good to a Sustainable Development Goal
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Access to water (and sanitation) has led to a very heated and polarized debate. On the one
hand, some economists have argued that water is not a public good and have criticized
those who label it as a basic human right.75 On the other hand, other authors do not shy
away from considering water a major global public good.76 The Future We Want makes
it clear that countries signing up to such document consider access to safe drinking water
and sanitation a human right that needs to be progressively realized.77
Rather than dwelling further on whether water should be considered as global
public good or not, water should be considered within the context of sustainable
development. As mentioned in The Future We Want itself “water is at the core of
sustainable development”.78 If that is the case, and it is indeed, then water should be
recognized as such in the negotiations leading to the definition of SDGs. Water should be
scaled up from how it was framed in the MDGs and acquire a self standing role. The
water related SDG should not just refer to targets related to access to safe drinking water
and sanitation, but should refer to improving water management both at national and
global levels. While a goal set by the international community does not lead immediately
to tangible and enforceable legal obligations, it still has normative implications. An SDG
water related goal would inevitably drive domestic and international efforts towards
further cooperation and coordination. The extent to which this may in the future trigger
the development of a fully-fledged global water law with obligations and institutions is
yet to be seen, but it would be a step in the right direction. As an international agenda
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setting process, the Rio+20 Conference should be seen as evidence of an interest of the
international community in further linking water and sustainable development. The three
water related areas that this paper has identified as arising from The Future We Want:
increased access to water and sanitation, water and payment for ecosystem services, and
water and climate change, must be understood in the wider context of an emerging global
water governance that will ultimately benefit by the establishment of a SDG water related
goal.

