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Cover Photo: Cusco (Peru): Construction of lagoon for rainwater storage:  
the effects of climate change are mainly felt on the water cycle.
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Preface

Safe drinking water and sanitation is the foundation of a 

healthy, livable and dignified life. It is a matter of course to 

the well-off, yet out of reach for billions of people day after 

day. Their reality is one of a polluted environment where ac-

cess to clean and safe water is difficult and uncertain. Water 

is one of the greatest challenges to humanity in the face of 

climate change. Solving the water crisis calls for bold mul-

ti-stakeholder action at local, national and global levels. As 

Europe’s water tower, Switzerland has much to contribute 

to solving the global water crisis. Known as a responsible 

upstream neighbour and engaged for decades in providing 

access to water and sanitation, water resource management, 

and transboundary water cooperation, our country has the 

expertise, the hands-on experience and the spirit of innova-

tion, inevitably required to develop new transformative solu-

tions at the hands of local, national and global policymakers 

and disadvantaged communities alike.

The present programme framework outlines the commitment 

and engagement of the Global Programme Water (GPW) 

for 2021–24. Under its ‘Water, Sanitation and Hygiene for 

People’ component, the GPW will contribute to the univer-

sal access to this basic human right, particularly to the most 

vulnerable people. Through its ‘Water, Planet and Prosperity’ 

component, it will develop innovative water-related economic 

models and approaches based on the principles of a circular 

economy, thereby contributing to prevent water pollution 

and protect surface and ground water resources. Building on 

Switzerland’s reputation as an honest broker, the GPW will 

further use and promote water as an instrument for peace, 

security and inclusive development under its ‘Water and 

Peace’ component. Voices speaking in favour of cooperation 

and good water governance are supported in the ‘Water 

Voices’ component to raise awareness and momentum for 

action to address the water crisis.

 

 

 

Switzerland is committed to the achievement of the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. I am convinced that 

the GPW will make a significant contribution to the achieve-

ment of the Sustainable Development Goal 6 which is to 

ensure availability and sustainable management of water and 

sanitation for all. It is committed to meet the important global 

challenge to provide strong, effective and lasting water solu-

tions the billions in need deserve.

Patricia Danzi

Director General of the Swiss Agency for Development and 

Cooperation (SDC) 

Bern, December 2020
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1. Context analysis

1.1. Global challenges and 
policy context

Water for sustainable development – Freshwater is at the 

core of sustainable development and is critical for socio-eco-

nomic development, healthy ecosystems and human survival 

itself. In recent decades, significant progress was made on ac-

cess to water, sanitation, wastewater management, hygiene 

and the development of procedures to better manage water 

resources1. This progress contributes positively to achieving 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) including the ded-

icated water-goal, SDG 62, the reduction of inequalities, the 

enjoyment of human rights, peaceful co-existence of peoples 

and conservation of natural resources3. 

Water governance – All human lives and activities depend on 

water, throughout its entire cycle. The governance of surface 

and groundwater resources, including water quality, is crucial 

to meet the specific needs of different actors. With increasing 

competition between water-dependent sectors, a collective 

management at all levels can contribute to prevent or mitigate 

an escalation of water crises. Water is everywhere but not man-

aged sustainably enough by the cognisant actors, bodies and 

institutions. Water is often under the responsibility of multiple 

government ministries; and multilaterally across more than 30 

UN agencies. The pressing need for global water governance is 

compromised by voices that are still too weak to advocate for 

the recognition of the various values of water (social, econom-

ic, environmental, and cultural) and for its interlinkages with 

other issues such as climate change, agriculture, food security, 

energy, health, forced displacement and migration.

Acceleration and transformation of action and invest-

ments for equitable access to water and sanitation 

– The SDG 6 ‘to ensure availability and sustainable manage-

ment of water and sanitation for all’ is alarmingly off track4. 

Despite progress made over the last decade, 2.1 billion people 

worldwide still lack access to safe drinking water and 4.2 bil-

lion to safely managed sanitation. The COVID-19 pandemic 

has underscored the essential role of hand washing to control 

the spread of the virus, but accessing facilities with water 

and soap at home is still out of reach for 40% of the world’s 

population, approximately 3 billion people5. In addition, the 

1 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/goal-06/.
2 https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal6.
3 Objectives set in the Article 54 para. 2 of the Federal Constitution.
4 United Nations (2018), SDG 6 Synthesis Report 2018 on Water and Sanitation | UN-Water.
5  https://www.unicef.org/eap/press-releases/handwashing-soap-critical-fight-against- 

coronavirus-out-reach-billions-unicef.

context of armed conflicts and disasters can deprive access to 

safe water and sanitation, hamper operation and maintenance 

of services and damage water-related infrastructure. There 

are strong geographical disparities characterised by weak 

access mainly in Sub-Saharan Africa and in rural and remote 

areas including mountains where investments are harder to 

attract. Norms, values and practices fostering inequities and 

social exclusion of marginalised regions and groups, including 

youth and women, migrants and forcibly displaced persons, 

are persisting6 in the water sector.

Fragmented and insufficient investments – Water and 

sanitation services have a remarkable return on investment. 

Every Swiss franc invested generates a 4.3 Swiss franc return7 

to individuals and society alike as a result of reduced health 

care costs, higher labour productivity and higher labour 

participation. Despite the quick and long-term gains, invest-

ments remain insufficient at a global scale. Global financing 

for water and sanitation infrastructure alone needs to triple 

to achieve SDG 6 targets by 20308. In addition, investments 

often fail to sufficiently account for and value the transbound-

ary and multi-sectoral nature of water and its uses at basin 

and municipality levels.

Water resources under pressure in a context of eco-

nomic globalisation and climate change – The current 

economic system has failed to decouple Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) from material and energy flows leading to 

unsustainable use of natural resources and pollution. Water 

demand is expected to continue to rise due to population 

increase, economic development and consumption patterns. 

The degradation and destruction of ecosystems, unsustaina-

ble agricultural practices and growing cities affect the entire 

water cycle, including water quality9 and availability. This 

leads to a loss of biodiversity and detrimental impacts on 

overall individual wellbeing, including learning and working 

conditions. It also affects migration, economic growth, forced 

displacement, and security. With droughts, floods and rising 

temperatures, water is the primary substance through which 

societies experience the effects of climate change10. However, 

investors have shown little interest to include water in key 

long-term investments for climate change adaptation and 

mitigation. 

6  SDC Thematic working aid ‘Leave No One Behind and Water, sanitation and hygiene’ 
2019.

7 https://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/monitoring/economics/en/.
8 Financing | UN-Water.
9  Over 80% of the world’s wastewater – and over 95% in some least developed 

countries – is released to the environment without treatment (2017 UN World Water 
Development Report, Wastewater: The Untapped Resource).

10  Around 74% of all natural disasters between 2001 and 2018 were water-related 
(UNWWDR, 2020).
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