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Purpose of this paper:

This paper presents illustrative substantive and implementation elements
that Member States may wish to consider in developing a voluntary, non-
legally binding and action-oriented global framework for water. It does not
prejudge the name, legal status, institutional form or negotiated content of
any future process or framework. 
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1Executive Summary



  Substantive Outcomes   Enabling Components

1. Water and sanitation for all  1. Coherent multilateral
governance, science, data and
participation2. Water security and sustainable use 

3. Healthy freshwater ecosystems and resilience  2. Finance, capacity and
implementation support4. Cooperation and peaceful management of shared waters 

Water insecurity is increasingly a systemic constraint on sustainable development, climate
resilience, food and energy security, public health, ecosystem integrity and stability. Important
legal, policy and institutional instruments already exist, but the multilateral water landscape
remains fragmented and lacks a continuous mechanism for political direction, implementation
support, finance alignment, learning and review. 

The 2026 and 2028 United Nations Water Conferences, especially the Interactive Dialogue E on
Water in Multilateral Processes create a timely opportunity for Member States to establish a
durable, voluntary and action-oriented framework. 
 
This paper translates IUCN's earlier proposal for a global framework for water governance and
action into an illustrative content architecture for Member State reflection and consideration. It
draws principally on a non-binding and implementation-oriented logic, while adapting relevant
lessons from other multilateral processes. It proposes four substantive outcomes and two
enabling components: 
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Implementation would be nationally led and adapted to national circumstances. The Framework
would support voluntary national water strategies, compacts or implementation plans; basin and
aquifer arrangements; regional platforms; policy guidance and peer learning; finance and project
preparation; and a light but credible review and learning cycle that uses existing reporting
systems wherever possible. 

Core Design Proposition:
 
Institutional form should follow agreed function and political mandate. Any future framework should
add what is missing, and not renegotiate what already exists.  

It should first establish the outcomes, implementation functions and review needs that Member
States consider necessary. Member States can then determine how existing institutions should be
strengthened or complemented to deliver those functions. 

Any future framework, or our suggestions for inclusions in a future framework do not imply a need
for: a new international treaty, a new international organization, reopening existing water
conventions, uniform global water-allocation rules, mandatory national water-pricing models;
duplicative reporting systems; or displacement of existing national, basin, regional or treaty-based
institutions. 
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This document is an illustrative elements paper. It is intended to inform Member State
consultations and to complement IUCN's policy brief and technical note on sequencing and
institutional options.  

As the momentum on water continues to grow we see several member states putting forward
concrete suggestions for the future of water governance.  The 2026 UN-Water SDG 6 Synthesis
Report "Ten Years of SDG 6 and the Path to 2030+" concludes that the period from 2026 to 2028
represents a strategic window for deciding water's institutional future at the UN, and identifies
the 2026 and 2028 UN Water Conferences as the two political moments best placed to build
consensus toward a future General Assembly mandate on water governance beyond the end of
the Water Action Decade and the 2030 Agenda. Rather than treating institutional reform as a
separate track, the report frames these two conferences as the natural staging points for that
decision. Its central forward-looking recommendation is that Member States should establish a
future intergovernmental process for water within the UN system for the post-2030 period, paired
with stronger UN system-wide support — in particular by strengthening the coordination role of
UN-Water, building on the existing architecture of the SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework, the
Integrated Monitoring Initiative (IMI-SDG6), the UN System-wide Strategy for Water and
Sanitation, and the UN Secretary-General's Special Envoy on Water. The report is explicit that this
call responds to a structural gap rather than a lack of political attention: it credits SDG 6 with
having decisively raised water's profile on national and international agendas over the past
decade, but finds that institutional coordination, financing and governance have not kept pace,
and that closing that gap will require deliberate, sustained intergovernmental follow-through
rather than reliance on periodic conferences alone. 

At World Water Week in Stockholm in August 2026, the co-chairs of ID E Germany and Mexico
outlined the results of an inclusive and lengthy preparatory consultation process they have
undertaken for ID E as a vision for a future “house for water”  - an intergovernmental process on
water, mandated by a follow up resolution of the 2026 UN Water Conference. The process could
for instance include regular UN water conferences with negotiated outcome documents, efforts
to mainstream water implemented through a Flagship initiative providing a roadmap for the Rio
Conventions, an initiative to improve donor coordination as well as efforts to strengthen UN water
and enhance implementation of the UN system wide strategy on water.  

On the 2nd of September the UN General Assembly adopted the modalities resolution for the
2028 UN Water Conference (79/323). It confirms that the Conference will be held in Dushanbe
from 4 to 6 May 2028 and, importantly, that it shall adopt by consensus a single, non-binding,
action-oriented, intergovernmental, negotiated outcome document that serves as the "Dushanbe
Water Framework". Two co-facilitators, one from a developing and one from a developed country,
appointed by the President of the General Assembly, will conduct open, Member State-driven
consultations on that text, to conclude by April 2028, with a one-day high-level meeting in New
York in 2027 to support preparations. The resolution, however, does not outline what function the
Framework is expected to fill, or what the content of such a Framework could be.  

Status, Relationship and Intended Use 

The SDG6 synthesis report, the vision of the ID E Co-chairs and the proposed Dushanbe
framework include many aligned elements. This paper is designed to add substantive depth to the
discussion by setting out possible outcomes, principles, implementation functions and review
arrangements. It should not be read as a competing process or as a pre-negotiated text. The
immediate task is therefore not to predetermine institutional form, but to consider what functions
the future Framework should perform and what outcomes it should support.
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This document is not exhaustive across the entire range of water challenges and topics that SDG6
attempts to cover, or all the new emerging issues relevant for water. The paper is guided by IUCN’s
mission to influence, encourage and assist societies to conserve the integrity and diversity of nature
and ensure that any use of natural resources is equitable and ecologically sustainable. We recognise
that there will be other topics and elements that any future process will need to consider, and we
welcome proposals from other agencies to support Member State consultations. 

222 Rationale: the gap a process should address

Despite water's central role across sustainable development, the multilateral system lacks a
continuous and coherent process for sustaining political direction, supporting implementation,
aligning finance, and reviewing progress on water beyond 2030. Water-related commitments are
distributed across the 2030 Agenda, human-rights instruments, the Rio Conventions, the Sendai
Framework, the Ramsar Convention, global water conventions, and other sectoral processes.
These instruments remain essential, but they address different dimensions of the water agenda
and are not consistently connected to national, basin, and local delivery. 

This document builds on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, in particular the water
and sanitation targets under Sustainable Development Goal 6. It reaffirms and seeks to
accelerate implementation of existing internationally agreed water and sanitation commitments,
and indicates illustrative, non-binding targets beyond 2030. SDG 6 was never designed to
function as a governance framework — it is a set of targets for water and sanitation outcomes,
with no accompanying architecture for how States cooperate, share transboundary resources,
allocate finance, or resolve conflict over water as it becomes scarcer and more contested. The
absence of that architecture is not a gap that a successor set of targets will automatically fill;
targets measure outcomes, they do not create the cooperative machinery needed to reach them.
As such – agreeing on a framework for water ahead of the negotiations of the Beyond 2030
would complement those negotiations and allow for the water framework to be integrated into
the future development agenda, similarly to how the Paris Agreement and other international
agreements have been in Resolution 70/1.  

The central challenge the framework should seek to address is the gap between international
ambition and implementation. Countries face difficult choices over allocation, affordability,
infrastructure, pollution, agricultural and energy policy, ecosystem protection, drought, floods
and transboundary risk. International cooperation is most useful when it helps governments
make these choices, coordinate sectors, justify reforms, learn from experience, and mobilise
implementation support. 

A future framework should therefore provide four connected functions: 

Political continuity: regular Member State dialogue and direction beyond time-bound
conference and development cycles. 

Implementation support: stronger links between global outcomes and national, basin, aquifer,
subnational and local delivery. 

Policy and practice cooperation: practical guidance, peer learning and exchange on difficult
governance and implementation challenges. 

Finance, monitoring and accountability: better alignment of finance and a light but credible
review system focused on delivery. 
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      Vision 

A water-secure world in which the human rights to water and sanitation are realised, water is
managed sustainably and equitably while maintaining the ecological integrity and resilience of
freshwater systems that are protected and restored, and water supports cooperation, resilience,
prosperity and peace. 

     Purpose 

The purpose of the framework would be to accelerate water action; strengthen policy coherence
and implementation across sectors and levels; support science, data, finance and institutional
capacity; and sustain political attention, review and learning beyond 2030. 

     Scope 

The framework would encompass the whole global water cycle and the natural systems that
shape water security: freshwater resources, groundwater, wastewater and sanitation, water-
related ecosystems, water-related disaster risk, transboundary waters, and the policy,
institutional and financial systems that shape water outcomes. It would be voluntary and non-
legally binding, implemented in accordance with national circumstances, capacities and
priorities, and fully consistent with the Charter of the United Nations and existing international
law.  

      Vision       Vision 

     Purpose      Purpose 

     Scope      Scope 

333 Vision, purpose and scope

444 Guiding Principles

Human rights and leaving no one behind: Full realisation of the human rights to water and
sanitation, and the human right to a clean and healthy environment with priority to persons left
furthest behind. 

Sovereignty and cooperation: Respect for the sovereignty of States over natural resources,
together with applicable duties of cooperation, equitable and reasonable use and prevention of
significant transboundary harm. 

Equitable transitions and benefit sharing: Changes in water allocation, pricing, infrastructure,
ecosystem restoration and regulation should assess distributional impacts, protect vulnerable
groups and create transparent mechanisms for sharing costs and benefits. 

Basin, aquifer and source-to-sea governance: Integrated management across connected
surface water, groundwater, land, freshwater and coastal systems. 

Ecological integrity: Recognition of freshwater ecosystems as natural infrastructure essential
to water security, biodiversity, resilience and disaster risk reduction. 

Recognising the value of water and aligning incentives: Decisions on water should recognise its
social, cultural, economic and ecological values and address incentives that encourage waste,
pollution or unsustainable abstraction, while protecting affordability, equity and the human right
to safe drinking water and sanitation. 

Equity and inclusion: Intergenerational equity, gender et and meaningful participation of
Indigenous Peoples, local communities, women, youth and other stakeholders. 

Human rights and leaving no one behind: Human rights and leaving no one behind: 

Sovereignty and cooperation:Sovereignty and cooperation:

Equitable transitions and benefit sharing: Equitable transitions and benefit sharing: 

Basin, aquifer and source-to-sea governance: Basin, aquifer and source-to-sea governance: 

Ecological integrity: Ecological integrity: 

Recognising the value of water and aligning incentives:Recognising the value of water and aligning incentives:

Equity and inclusion: Equity and inclusion: 
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Evidence and diverse knowledge: Decision-making informed by science, shared data, local
experience and Indigenous and traditional knowledge systems. 

Policy coherence: Alignment across water, climate, biodiversity, land, ocean, food, energy,
health, urban development, finance and disaster risk reduction. 

Differentiated capacities and solidarity: Support for developing countries, especially least
developed countries, landlocked developing countries, small island developing States and
countries facing acute water stress or fragility. 

Subsidiarity and multi-level governance: Decisions and implementation are located at the most
effective level, with clear connections between global commitments, national institutions, basin
bodies, local authorities and water users. 

Efficiency and additionality: Use of existing institutions, data and reporting arrangements
wherever possible, adding new mechanisms only where they fill a demonstrated gap. 

Evidence and diverse knowledge: Evidence and diverse knowledge: 

Policy coherence:Policy coherence:

Differentiated capacities and solidarity: Differentiated capacities and solidarity: 

Subsidiarity and multi-level governance:Subsidiarity and multi-level governance:

Efficiency and additionality:Efficiency and additionality:

555 Proposed architecture

The six Interactive Dialogues of the 2026 United Nations Water Conference provide a useful and
enduring bridge into the Framework, but they should not necessarily be treated as six equivalent
permanent goals. The following architecture distinguishes substantive water outcomes from the
enabling conditions required to achieve them.

2026 Interactive Dialogue Proposed Framework Element  Function 

A. Water for People Outcome 1 
Human rights, services, health and
equity 

B. Water for Prosperity Outcome 2 
Water security, allocation,
efficiency and sustainable use 

C. Water for Planet Outcome 3 
Freshwater ecosystems, climate
resilience and risk reduction 

D. Water for Cooperation Outcome 4 
Operational cooperation for shared
waters 

E. Water in Multilateral
Processes 

Enabling Component 5 
Political continuity, coherence,
science, data and participation 

F. Investments for Water Enabling Component 6 
Finance, capacity and
implementation support 

Quantitative targets and indicators would ultimately be determined by Member States. Existing
internationally agreed targets should be used wherever appropriate, with new targets considered only
where they address a demonstrated governance or implementation gap. 























https://iucn.org/resources/other-brief/technical-brief-global-framework-water-governance-and-action
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