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Investing in improved water 
management and services is one 
prerequisite to reducing poverty 

and achieving sustainable 
economic growth

the RELATION between
WATER and POVERTY

Access to adequate and safe 
water supplies is essential 
for poverty reduction, yet 

poverty itself can be a driver 
of pollution and unsustainable 

use of water resources.
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The Overall DEMAND for WATER DEMAND through 2050

the WATER and SOCIETY

RELATIONSHIP

ECONOMY

Water supply (quantity and quality)
must be reliable and predictable to support
financially sustainable economic activities. 
Infrastructure that reduces risks from water scarcity
and water-related disasters such as floods and
droughts increases the resilience of economies.

In Pakistan

 3 years of repeated
(2010-2012)

3,072 lives lost

US$16 billions in damages

cut the expected annual growth rate in half
(2.9% instead of the projected 6.5%)

impacts of

Over 80% of wastewater worldwide

is not collected or treated.

Small-scale industries, such as agro-processors, textile dyeing 
 can release toxic pollutants into local waters.

Untreated effluent from urban settlements and industry
poses a major health threat to people, the economy and the environment.

and tanneries,

 results in degradation and desertification

and reduces the amount
 of watersheds and catchment areas,

of safe water available downstream.

Deforestation

In the United States,

of US$20 billion

The full costs are estimated to be as high as US$50 billion.

 and a wide range of ripple effects. 

resulting in crop losses in excess 
the 2012 drought affected 80% of farms and ranches, 

DROUGHTS
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There is a need to change 
the way in which water and the 

environment more generally are valued, 
managed and used, and to refocus 

investments accordingly.

Sustaining the gains of
economic progress requires
investing in the protection

of ecosystems for maintaining
the various water-related

environmental services
they provide, and upon

which the economy depends.

A US$15 to US$30 billion investment
 in improved water resources management

 in developing countries
 can have direct annual income returns
in the range of US$60 billion.

Every           invested in watershed protection
can save anywhere

for a new water treatment
and filtration facility.

    from US$7.5 to nearly US$200 in costs  

US$1
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There is a need to shift towards environmentally 
sustainable economic policies that also consider the 

interconnection of ecological systems to address 
human impacts and maintain productive ecosystems.

Current food production practices are responsible for nitrogen, 

phosphorous and pesticide loading and fisheries depletion.

It is estimated that between US$4.3 and US$20.2 trillion per year

worth of ecosystem services were lost between 1997 and 2011 due to land use change.
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The creation of ‘GREEN CORRIDORS’ along rivers, 

floodplains and streams can link ECOSYSTEMS, thus 
absorbing nutrients and reducing water pollution.

CLIMATE CHANGE has
a significant impact on ecosystems,
threatening biodiversity, while increased
frequency and strength of storms and tidal surges
will increase DAMAGE and VARIATION of sediment
transfer in river flows.

Ecosystem valuation is based
on what users would be willing
to pay directly for services,

or what it would cost to replace
the same services

with built infrastructure.

Policies should seek to
increase participation of 
all stakeholders (local, 
regional and national) 

including rural women in 
developing countries, who 
already act as grassroots 

ecosystem managers.

As populations
increase and ecosystem 

services decline, the risk of 
resource conflicts rises 

especially where tensions 
already exist.

Basic provision of water and sanitation 
services is required to unlock the potential of 
economic growth, particularly to break the 
vicious cycle of low productivity linked to poor 
health and lack of educational opportunities 
that maintains poverty and economic stagnation.

  Water management contributes to
four key dimensions of poverty reduction:

A range of production 
activities require reliable
water supplies 

ENHANCED
LIVEHOODS SECURITY

1

hygiene improves health
and reduces poverty

2

Improved access to safe
 water, basic sanitation
 and improved hygiene

is one of the most
effective ways to

improve health

3

REDUCED VULNERABILITY

natural disasters

unsustainable environmental trends
and shocks from water related

politics and economics as well as  
of hazards related to volatile

Reducing the risks and impacts

ECONOMIC GROWTH

Water provides livelihood
and entrepreneurial

opportunities, generating high 
returns for local economies 

4

Expanding

through water
economic opportunities

In some cases, human-built infrastructure

can cause BIODIVERSITY LOSS
and degradation of ecosystem services. 

Impacts of Neglectful Water Management

 is an essential resource

in the production of goods and services,
 including food, electricity

Water

and most manufactured products.

The challenge is to manage water resources

to maintain a BENEFICIAL MIX between built and natural
infrastructure and provision of their respective services.

Aquatic ecosystems are central

to sustaining biodiversity 
and all forms of development.

Enhancing Water Resources ManagementImproved gender equality
is a key to boosting water
management and access.

One 2012 estimate suggests
that cutting just 15 minutes
off the walking time to a
water source could reduce
under-five child mortality
by 11% and the prevalence

of nutrition-depleting
diarrhoea by 41%. 

TIME TO CHANGE

Distance to water source (in minutes)
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by 8% to 12%.

15 minutes less

In Ghana,
a 15-minute reduction
in water collection time
increased girls’ school

attendance

‘Natural infrastructure’ uses 
ecological processes to provide 
many of the same services that 
human-built infrastructure does. 
It offers many economic benefits, 
especially when the destruction 
of natural infrastructure 
requires investment in built 
infrastructure to perform those 
same services.
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omThe content of this infographic has been extracted from

the United Nations World Water Development Report (WWDR) 2015.

Download the Report at: www.unesco.org/water/wwap


