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Summary 

Progress on water-related challenges, as framed in Sustainable 

Development Goal 6 on clean water and sanitation, will be integral to delivering on 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in the Asia-Pacific region. 

The present document contains a description of the outcome of an Asia-

Pacific consultation on the role of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and 

the Pacific in the coordination of water-related initiatives and in catalysing synergies 

for the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 6 at the regional level. 

The Commission may wish to review the document and provide guidance 

on the future work of the secretariat. 

 

 I. Rationale for the regional consultation and regional 

landscape of initiatives related to Sustainable Development 

Goal 6 on clean water and sanitation in Asia and 

the Pacific 

 A. Status of Goal 6 in Asia and the Pacific 

1. Full implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

in Asia and the Pacific will require a major shift with respect to water-related 

challenges. Water is at the core of all human life, but progress is lacking on 

several targets of Sustainable Development Goal 6. 

2. Significant progress has been made with respect to access to a supply 

of improved drinking water (target 6.1), with almost 94 per cent of people the 

region having such access in 2015. Between 1990 and 2015, the number of 

people with access to a supply of improved drinking water increased by 

20 per cent in South and South-West Asia and by 19 per cent in South-East 

Asia. However, in 2015, approximately 277 million people in Asia and the 

Pacific still lacked access to safe drinking water. 
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3. Around half of the rural population in Asia and the Pacific did not have 

access to improved sanitation in 2015 (target 6.2). There is unequal access to 

improved sanitation between urban and rural areas, with a gap that was 

approximately 30 per cent in 2015. 

4. Wastewater treatment continues to be a big challenge for the region 

(target 6.3) and more than 80 per cent of the wastewater generated in the 

region’s developing countries in 2015 was untreated. Persistent organic 

pollutants and other hazardous chemicals are making their way into water 

sources and polluting ground- and surface-water resources and water-related 

ecosystems, with water pollution worsening since 1990s in the majority of 

rivers in the region. A challenge is that in some countries, different institutions 

are often responsible for monitoring surface-water quality and groundwater 

quality, which complicates data-sharing between the institutions and reporting 

on this target. 

5. More efforts are needed on water-use efficiency (target 6.4). Many 

cities face vulnerabilities owing to outdated water-supply systems and 

inadequate infrastructure to harvest and store rainwater, which exacerbate 

water shortages in both large and medium-sized cities. Some countries in the 

region withdraw unsustainable proportions of their freshwater supply, 

exceeding half of the total water availability. Of the world’s 15 biggest 

abstractors of groundwater, seven are in Asia and the Pacific, and research 

suggests that groundwater use will increase by 30 per cent by 2050. In addition, 

the increase in demand for irrigation has led to severe groundwater stress in 

some areas. However, a wide range of smart water technologies are 

increasingly being used in the region for enhancing efficiency in water 

management. 

6. While integrated water resources management (target 6.5) is 

increasingly being trialled and implemented at the local level in Asia and the 

Pacific, it needs to be further scaled up to ensure the efficiency of water 

resource use and management. In addition, localized solutions towards 

wastewater treatment, such as decentralized wastewater treatment systems, are 

also emerging at the technical and policy levels in South and South-East Asia. 

7. Threats related to water scarcity, poor water quality and inadequate 

sanitation affect the health of ecosystems in the region (target 6.6). Countries 

face challenges to effectively monitor progress towards this target and data 

needs to be collected at both the ecosystem level (for example, lakes and 

wetlands) and the water basin level, using both country-derived data and 

geospatial data. 

8. One of the key aspects of the 2030 Agenda is recognition of the strong 

interlinkages and interdependence between the Goals. Water is inseparably 

linked to various sectors of human society, serving as a common basis that runs 

through almost all the Sustainable Development Goals. For example, some 

countries, such as India, struggle with depleting groundwater levels, when 

agricultural production is the main source of income for the majority of the 

population.1 In recent research by the Economic and Social Commission for 

Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP),2 strong interlinkages are highlighted between 

Goal 6 and Goals 1 (No poverty), 11 (Sustainable cities and communities), 

                                                             
1 Matthew Rodell, Isabella Velicogna and James S. Famiglietti, “Satellite-based 

estimates of groundwater depletion in India”, Nature, vol. 460, No. 7258 

(20 August 2009). 

2 Integrated Approaches for Sustainable Development Goals Planning: The Case of 

Goal 6 on Water and Sanitation (ST/ESCAP/2778). 
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12 (Responsible consumption and production), 13 (Climate action) and 

14 (Life below water). Goal 6 is also closely linked to Goal 7 (Affordable and 

clean energy), as water is used for hydropower plants and as a cooling agent in 

power plants. Links between Goal 6 and Goal 8 (Decent work and economic 

growth) are manifested in multiple ways, from access to water, sanitation and 

hygiene in the workplace to the recognition of water-fetching (mostly by 

women and children) as work. 

9. It is imperative to strengthen the implementation of water-related 

targets in a cohesive and coordinated manner. ESCAP contributes to this 

regional coordination through its role under UN-Water. ESCAP also supports 

these efforts through its work on the regional road map for implementing the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Asia and the Pacific, which 

includes a priority thematic area on management of natural resources and a 

focus on sharing experiences and cooperation in this area. In addition, the 

Executive Secretary was requested in the Ministerial Declaration on 

Environment and Development for Asia and the Pacific, 2017, to accord 

priority to promoting regional and subregional cooperation for the 

conservation, sustainable use and management of natural resources, as well as 

to ensure coordination with the United Nations Environment Programme and 

other United Nations bodies, funds, programmes and specialized agencies. 

 B. Rationale for a regional consultation 

10. UN-Water coordinates globally the efforts of over 30 United Nations 

entities and international organizations to deliver as one in response to water-

related challenges. The secretariat co-chairs the UN-Water Task Force on 

Regional-level Coordination, together with the Economic and Social 

Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA). 

11. As a result of decisions of the twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth meetings 

of the UN-Water Senior Programme Managers, the regional commissions were 

mandated to provide recommendations from all regions for a more efficient 

model of regional-level coordination of UN-Water activities, in the context of 

the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and with a focus on Goal 6. 

12. This initiative builds upon a previous external review of 

UN-Water/Africa, in 2016, which recommended that the regional commissions 

should retain their existing leadership roles at the regional level. The review 

also suggested that UN-Water should draw upon the existing regional 

coordination mechanisms to support regional-level coordination on water, with 

the possible option of establishing a working group on water under each 

regional coordination mechanism. 

13. The Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism was established 

pursuant to Economic and Social Council resolution 1998/46 and provides the 

primary vehicle for strengthening policy coherence within the United Nations 

system and promoting cooperation and collaboration among United Nations 

entities and their development partners in addressing regional development 

issues. It also provides an important means of articulating regional concerns 

and priorities at the global level and acting as a bridge between global, regional 

and national agendas. It works by consensus, with a focus on identifying shared 

concerns and priorities and leveraging synergies across the United Nations 

system in Asia and the Pacific in addressing regional challenges. Under the 

umbrella of the Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism, the Thematic 

Working Group on Resource-Efficient Growth has been established, 

co-chaired by ESCAP, the United Nations Environment Programme and the 

United Nations Development Programme. The aim of the Thematic Working 
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Group is to advance regional cooperation and action between United Nations 

entities to improve the capacity of Governments and other stakeholders to use 

the approach and tools of resource efficiency in the development planning and 

implementation process to ensure that economic growth is achieved together 

with social protection and environmental conservation. The Thematic Working 

Group focuses on natural resource management including water, among other 

topics. 

14. ESCAP and ESCWA, as the co-chairs of the UN-Water Task Force on 

Regional-level Coordination, oversaw regional consultations to identify ways 

to strengthen the regional coordination of UN-Water, with a focus on 

implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 6. ESCAP led the Asia-

Pacific consultation, the outcome of which is reported below. 

 C. Landscape of initiatives related to Sustainable Development Goal 6 

in the region 

15. Invitees to participate in the consultation were identified on the basis of 

a process that considered UN-Water members and partners,3 as well as other 

initiatives and organizations working at the regional level on Sustainable 

Development Goal 6 and more generally on water issues. 

16. As a result of that process, 34 United Nations organizations were 

identified that are UN-Water members (including ESCAP; Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; International Labour 

Organization; secretariat of the United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or 

Desertification, Particularly in Africa; United Nations Children’s Fund; United 

Nations Development Programme; United Nations Educational, Scientific and 

Cultural Organization; United Nations Environment Programme; United 

Nations Human Settlements Programme; United Nations Office for Disaster 

Risk Reduction; World Bank; World Food Programme; World Health 

Organization; and World Tourism Organization), some of which are also active 

members of the Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism’s Thematic 

Working Group on Resource-Efficient Growth. In addition, 42 UN-Water 

partners and 22 non-United Nations water-related initiatives were identified, as 

well as the secretariat of the Convention on the Protection and Use of 

Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, which aims to improve 

cooperation between countries sharing transboundary waterways and is 

relevant at the regional level. 

17. Insights on the specific mandate, activities and membership of some of 

these organizations and initiatives are provided below. The following list is not 

comprehensive, as it does not include all the above-mentioned well-known 

United Nations organizations or any of the non-United Nations regional 

initiatives in the field of water, but focuses on providing information on non-

United Nations networks and organizations that responded to the regional 

consultation and might be less well known. 

                                                             
3 UN-Water members are United Nations agencies, programmes and other United 

Nations entities dealing with water-related issues, including sanitation and natural 

disasters. Through UN-Water, they address the cross-cutting nature of water and 

maximize system-wide coordinated action and coherence. UN-Water partners are 

international organizations, professional unions, associations or other civil society 

groups that are actively involved in water and international in structure and 

membership. Other entities connected to the United Nations, such as special 

rapporteurs, panels and advisory boards, are partners with special status. All activities 

outlined in the UN-Water programme of work are primarily implemented through 

members and partners. 
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18. Non-United Nations networks that responded to the regional 

consultation include those described in the following paragraphs. 

19. Asia-Pacific Water Forum. This is an independent and non-profit 

network organization that is working to raise the priority of the water security 

issues highlighted in the 2030 Agenda in the Asia-Pacific region. The Forum 

collaborates with United Nations and non-United Nations water-related 

organizations in the region to build capacity and enhance cooperation, while 

boosting investment at the regional level and beyond. The Forum has been 

tasked with coordinating the region’s contributions to the World Water Forum 

in 2018. Membership of the Forum consists of organizations with an interest 

in water issues, including ESCAP. ESCAP supported the establishment of the 

Forum and helps mainstream Sustainable Development Goal 6 into its work, 

outlining ways to achieve the Goal in Asia and the Pacific, including through 

improved financing. 

20. Network of Asian River Basin Organizations. This is a private 

organization dedicated to strengthening the capacity and effectiveness of river 

basin organizations in promoting integrated water resources management and 

improving water governance. The Network accomplishes this through training 

and the exchange of information and experiences among river basin 

organizations and their associate water sector agencies and knowledge partner 

organizations. Its current membership consists of 92 river basin, water, 

government and partnership organizations, as well as 19 countries that 

implement or promote integrated water resources management in the monsoon 

areas of Asia. 

21. Global Water Partnership. This is a global action network with a 

mission to advance governance and management of water resources for 

sustainable and equitable development. The network supports these processes 

through the sharing of knowledge resources and capacity-building activities 

for solving water problems. The network comprises 13 regional water 

partnerships, one of which is the Global Water Partnership Southeast Asia. The 

latter promotes the principles of integrated water resources management, and 

supports action that leads to the adoption and implementation of those 

principles. Membership includes more than 3,000 organizations, which 

collaborate to ensure a water-secure future including by working on Goal 6. 

22. Water Youth Network. This is a global private initiative that aims to 

connect and promote existing water youth networks by providing an easily 

accessible platform. With this platform, the Water Youth Network supports 

organizations and encourages knowledge-sharing relating to disaster risk 

management, integrated water resources management, water governance, and 

water sanitation and hygiene. 

23. Non-United Nations organizations that responded to the regional 

consultation include those described in the following paragraphs. 

24. Asia Water Council. This is a private organization committed to resolving 

Asian water problems and to promoting sustainable growth. To accomplish 

these goals, the Asia Water Council supports and encourages efforts towards 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, and facilitates networking 

between members and partners to uncover innovative water solutions. It has 

over a hundred members, including Governments, United Nations agencies 

and numerous private sector organizations. 

25. International Water Management Institute. This is a non-profit research 

organization that focuses on the sustainable use of water and land resources in 
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developing countries. The Institute works in partnership with Governments, 

civil society and the private sector to develop scalable agricultural water 

management solutions that reduce poverty and improve food security and 

ecosystem health. 

26. Word Wildlife Fund. This is a global non-profit organization working 

on the protection of species and the natural environment, pushing for a more 

sustainable world. It has offices around the world and millions of individual 

members. It works with local communities, Governments, businesses and other 

non-governmental organizations, and produces scientific reports, undertakes 

projects, supports advocacy work and undertakes global campaigns. Its work 

includes producing global reports on the planet’s health, fact sheets and reports 

on specific rivers and river basins to assess and support their sustainable 

management, and guides for flood management. It also provides support to 

businesses on sustainable water management and participates in 

intergovernmental conferences related to the environment and water. 

 II. Process and outcome of the Asia-Pacific consultation 

 A. Consultation process 

27. The Asia-Pacific consultation was led by ESCAP and consisted of an 

online survey conducted in November 2017, a meeting held on 1 December 

2017 at ESCAP to validate the outcome of the online survey, and one-to-one 

interviews. 

28. Invitations to participate in the consultation were extended to all 

UN-Water members and partners, members of the Asia-Pacific Regional 

Coordination Mechanism’s Thematic Working Group on Resource-Efficient 

Growth and other relevant water-related regional initiatives. Twenty 

organizations responded to the invitation to participate in the consultation, as 

listed in the annex. 

29. The objective of the survey and interviews was to gather views on the 

use of the Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism to support 

coordination of water-related activities at the regional level, on the overall role 

of ESCAP in supporting regional coordination, and on priority areas for 

strengthened coordination. 

 B. Outcome of the regional consultation 

30. The regional consultation highlighted the critical role that ESCAP has 

to play in supporting regional coordination with respect to Goal 6. ESCAP 

hosts the Asia-Pacific Regional Coordination Mechanism and is one of the 

three co-chairs of the Mechanism’s Thematic Working Group on Resource-

Efficient Growth, together with the United Nations Development Programme 

and the United Nations Environment Programme. ESCAP is also a member of 

UN-Water and a co-chair of the UN-Water Task Force on Regional-level 

Coordination. Further, ESCAP hosts the annual Asia-Pacific Forum on 

Sustainable Development, which, as an inclusive intergovernmental forum that 

engages member States and other stakeholders, plays a key role in the follow-

up and review of all 17 Sustainable Development Goals, including Goal 6. 

Lastly, ESCAP is actively involved in regional water-related forums such as 

the Asia-Pacific Water Forum, and develops knowledge products and works 

with partners on technical and capacity-building projects on water in the 

region. ESCAP is therefore ideally placed to coordinate work on Goal 6 at the 

regional level, building upon its expertise, existing networks and 

intergovernmental convening power. 
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31. In addition, there was support for the proposal that the Thematic 

Working Group on Resource-Efficient Growth should develop and implement 

a workplan related to the UN-Water agenda at the regional level and strengthen 

United Nations coordination with respect to the implementation of Goal 6. 

32. As part of this workplan, to be delivered based on available funding, as 

far as possible, it was suggested that the Thematic Working Group should: 

(a) Provide support for coordinated data and monitoring of Goal 6, 

by mapping existing efforts and initiatives, highlighting gaps and capitalizing 

on the UN-Water synthesis report on Goal 6 and on the follow-up and review 

function of the Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable Development; 

(b) Raise awareness of UN-Water events and initiatives such as the 

International Decade for Action, “Water for Sustainable Development”, 2018–

2028, and World Water Day, and share UN-Water knowledge products and 

those of its partners through a dedicated section on water for sustainable 

development on the recently developed ESCAP Sustainable Development Goals 

Help Desk;4 

(c) Provide a regional peer review function for global UN-Water 

reports (such as the World Water Development Report), as relevant; 

(d) Coordinate efforts to contribute to external events on water issues 

(such as events of the Asia-Pacific Water Forum Governing Council and the 

Asia Water Council), to engage in a united way with a collective UN-Water 

voice at the regional level; 

(e) Potentially produce regional knowledge products, including by 

converting global water reports into regional reports and extracting the data 

and analysis for Asia and the Pacific. 

33. The consultation also highlighted that there was a need to engage with 

United Nations partners that were not currently members of the Thematic 

Working Group on Resource-Efficient Growth. It was stressed that ESCAP 

could play an important role in facilitating synergies between UN-Water and 

non-United Nations water-related initiatives in the region as well as in 

identifying capacity-building needs with respect to the implementation of 

Goal 6 at the regional level. 

34. The Thematic Working Group on Resource-Efficient Growth will 

review the outcome of the consultation and include specific activities in its 

2018 workplan, as appropriate. 

 III. Issues for the consideration of the Commission 

35. The Commission may wish to review the document and provide 

guidance on the future work of the secretariat, in particular with regard to 

Sustainable Development Goal 6 and the work of the Asia-Pacific Regional 

Coordination Mechanism’s Thematic Working Group on Resource-Efficient 

Growth. 

36. The Commission may also wish to identify gaps in knowledge that need 

to be addressed to help countries with the implementation of Goal 6. 

                                                             
4 See https://sdghelpdesk.unescap.org/. 
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Annex 

List of organizations that participated in the Asia-Pacific regional 

consultation 

1. UN-Water members: 

(a) Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific; 

(b) Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; 

(c) International Labour Organization; 

(d) United Nations Development Programme; 

(e) United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization; 

(f) United Nations Environment Programme; 

(g) United Nations Human Settlements Programme; 

(h) United Nations Office for Disaster Reduction, Regional Office 

for Asia and the Pacific; 

(i) United Nations University; 

(j) World Bank; 

(k) World Health Organization. 

2. UN-Water partners: 

(a) Global Water Partnership; 

(b) Global Water Partnership Southeast Asia;  

(c) International Water Management Institute; 

(d) Special Envoy of the Secretary-General on Disaster Risk 

Reduction and Water; 

(e) Water Youth Network; 

(f) World Wildlife Fund. 

3. Other non-United Nations regional water-related initiatives: 

(a) Asia-Pacific Water Forum; 

(b) Asia Water Council; 

(c) Network of Asian River Basin Organizations. 

________________ 


