
Policy Highlights



Water Governance in Cities             
Current levels of water security and service delivery in developed, 

industrialised economies should not be taken for granted and action 

is needed on three fronts: infrastructure, institution, information. 

Water management is not just a pressing issue for cities in 

developing countries: while cities in the OECD area are able to 

provide high quality water services, they cannot rely on current 

infrastructure to manage too much, too little and too polluted 

water now and in the future. Water-related risks are likely to have a 

strong impact on citizens’ well-being and sustainable growth. Local 

governments and policymakers should trigger joint action to be 

prepared for future climate, urban and demographic trends and the 

pressures they exert on water resources.

Building on the findings of a Survey carried out across 48 cities from 

OECD countries and emerging economies, the report OECD Water Governance in Cities shows the progress achieved in 

urban water management during the last decades: among cities surveyed, the average share of wastewater treated was 

90% in 2012 compared to 82% in 1990; per capita domestic water consumption decreased by 20% between 2000 and 

2012, while 98% of the population had access to drinking water in 2012, compared to 94% in 1990. However there are 

still low access rates to sanitation services among select surveyed cities, as in Belo Horizonte (75%) and Veracruz (79%) 

and some targeted groups (e.g. poor people; those living in disadvantaged areas) are still in need of solutions to tackle 

affordability.

The report is based on an analytical framework that combines: i) an assessment of key factors affecting the effectiveness 

of urban water governance; ii) a mapping of who does what at which level;  iii) an appraisal of the main multi-level 

governance gaps to urban water management; and iv) a zoom on policy responses to mitigate fragmentation and foster 

integrated urban water management in cities and their hinterlands.

Geographical location of the 48 surveyed cities
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http://www.oecd.org/fr/environnement/water-governance-in-cities-9789264251090-en.htm


Key water challenges                                                                                                     

Too much, too little or too polluted: more and more, this characterises the key water challenges facing cities. Recent 

episodes of floods that occurred in Copenhagen (2011) and New York (2012) generated enormous damages and 

economic losses. Projections show that nearly 20% of the world’s population will be at risk from floods by 2050, while 

several cities are already suffering from the consequences of heavy droughts, even in water-rich countries such as Brazil 

(OECD, 2012a; OECD 2015c). Many cities are suffering floods and droughts at the same time, which requires robust 

governance to move from crisis to risk management and resilience.

The analytical framework for assessing water governance in cities 

What are the main factors affecting urban water governance? 

Note: “Critical” or “important” factors based on the responses provided by 48 surveyed cities on a four-scale rating from “critical” to 
“not important”. 
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



Future crises will be exacerbated by economic, population, 

climate and urbanisation trends. Urban areas currently host 

about 50% of the global population, projected to reach over 

60% by 2050 (UN DESA 2014). Over this same period, water 

demand will increase by 55% globally, and about 4 billion 

people will be living in water-stressed areas (OECD 2012a). 

This means that fierce competition across different categories 

of water users – particularly agriculture, energy and urban 

dwellers - is unavoidable. It also means that if nothing 

changes, water security will be increasingly in jeopardy. Good 

governance is essential to build consensus on current and pressing threats, to ensure institutions and stakeholders are 

equipped to handle them, and to adjust to changing circumstances where and when need be. 

Continued investments in wastewater treatment are needed to cope with water quality.  In some OECD countries, part of 

the population is still connected to a wastewater treatment plant with primary treatment only or to a sewerage network 

without treatment (OECD 2015e). Unconnected fractions of population to water systems are reported in some urban 

and peri-urban areas of OECD countries (e.g. Greece, Italy, Mexico, Portugal). This implies that inequality in access to 

services and affordability remain important in some places. The high quality of urban water services in OECD countries is 

threatened by a massive investment backlog impeding 

the upgrading, renewal and maintenance of water related 

infrastructure. This threatens universal coverage of 

drinking water and sanitation and diminishes the capacity 

to protect citizens against water-related disasters. 

Many cities are lagging behind in terms of infrastructure 

renewal (OECD 2015b), which used to rely on public 

spending and now require consensus on who pays 

for what and engagement with innovative sources of 

finance, in particular in a context of economic crisis and 

fiscal consolidation. Governance is key to catalyse such 

finance and to foster efficiency and value for money to 

minimise investment needs considering low cost options and green infrastructure.

Keywords associated with “water management in cities” 

Note: Words selected out of 65 options and ranked first on a scale from 1 to 5.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.

Many cities are suffering 
floods and droughts at the 
same time, which requires 
robust governance to 
move from crisis to risk 
management and resilience.

Good governance is essential 
to build consensus on 
current and pressing threats, 
to ensure institutions and 
stakeholders are equipped 
to handle them, and to adjust 
to changing circumstances 
where and when need be.



In addition, territorial reforms (e.g. decentralisation, merger of municipalities etc.) are changing the institutional landscape 

and the allocation of roles and responsibilities in urban water management,  holding implications in terms of who does 

what, at which scale and how, now and in the future.

But different cities face different challenges:  whether a city is big or small, compact or sprawl, growing or shrinking affects 

water consumption patterns, utilities’ management models, linkages across sectors, ability to engage stakeholders and 

overall implementation capacity.

The OECD report Water Governance in Cities clusters cities that face similar characteristics:  by size, spatial patterns, 

demographic dynamics and metropolitan governance arrangements. This aims at shedding lights on specific factors 

shaping urban water management and governance challenges, with the intention of favouring a city-to-city learning 

process, fostering an exchange of best practices across cities facing common patterns or seeking to achieve similar 

goals.

Who does what in urban water management                                                             

Water management takes place at several scales depending on the service required (protection against floods or 

droughts, water supply, sanitation, drainage, etc.) and it is scattered across a number of actors. 

Water is mostly managed locally but it has impacts at the national and global level. Decentralisation of water policies 

across OECD countries increased the role of subnational governments in water management (OECD, 2011). There is no 

unique model for managing water in cities but a range of options reflecting a diversity of situations within and across 

Typologies of surveyed cities 

http://www.oecd.org/fr/environnement/water-governance-in-cities-9789264251090-en.htm


countries. However, some observations can be drawn from the institutional mapping of the surveyed sample in terms of 

the role of local governments, state/provincial/regional governments and inter-municipal or metropolitan bodies.

• Type 1: Cities that reported a role only for “central government”; 

• Type 2: Cities that reported a role for several categories of sub-national actors; 

• Type 3: Cities that reported a role for both central and sub-national actors.

Even in highly decentralised contexts, national governments have a role in water policy; therefore cities need to work with 

upper levels of government, and vice versa, when designing and implementing water policies. Central governments tend 

to play an important role in policy making/implementation for water security (65%), drinking water supply and wastewater 

treatment (56%). Local governments hold a more operative role. In terms of policy making, the role of local governments 

compared to other subnational actors is definitely 

predominant for drainage (67%). The second tier 

of government tends to play an important role 

in regulation and information/monitoring and 

evaluation.

Multi-level approaches to water governance are 

necessary as water management takes place at 

several scales: co-ordination is crucial to minimise 

overlaps, duplications and to identify grey areas,  

which can hinder the effectiveness of water policies. 

Typology of Allocation of roles & responsibilities for urban water policy making
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Cities cannot deal on their own with the complexity of the water issues, but need to coordinate with lower and higher 

levels of governments. There are different ways of doing so: through contracts across levels of government, innovative 

finance, stakeholder engagement to build consensus on the ways forward and increase accountability of decision-

makers, and information-sharing, amongst others.

Multi-level Governance Gaps                                                                                        

The OECD Multi-level Governance Framework (OECD, 2011) identifies 7 “gaps” to effective water policy design and 

implementation. These gaps are intrinsically linked to or exacerbated by key features of the water sector. They cover 

the mismatch between administrative and hydrological boundaries (administrative gap), silos and fragmentation (policy 

gap), diverging rationales and objectives (objective gap), asymmetries of information (information gap), lack of capacity 

(capacity gap), insufficient resources (funding gap) as well as integrity and transparency (accountability gap). Diagnosing 

the gaps is a primary step to overcoming obstacles and promoting more effective water policy and management.

Roles and responsibilities of local governments in water management

Note: Percentage calculated on the number of responses of the 48 cities surveyed that indicated “local government” as having a 
role in the investigated water functions.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.

OECD Multi-Level Governance Framework: Mind the Gaps, Bridge the Gaps

Source: OECD (2011), Water Governance in OECD Countries: A Multi-level Approach, OECD Studies on Water, OECD Publishing, 
Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264119284-en.



Capacity is often the Achilles’ heel of sub-national governments: many cities are facing 

technical, human and financial capacity to efficiently manage water. The lack of staff and 

managerial competences is an obstacle for 65% of cities surveyed in the report.

Cities are facing gaps in terms of financial capacities, as unstable or insufficient revenues 

undermine effective implementation of water responsibilities at sub-national level and hinder 

investments for water infrastructure. A total of 69% of cities reported difficulties in raising tariffs 

for water services and affordability constraints requiring tariff adjustments. Sometimes cities 

show difficulties in collecting tariffs and charges from water and prioritising investment (over 

40%). Water relies on public investment responsibilities for public expenditure, which varies 

widely across countries and is more or less decentralised: around 58% of public investment in 

the OECD region relies on subnational governments (OECD 2015g).

Technical capacities relate to planning, quality information, monitoring and evaluation. Cities flag particularly the limited 

information-sharing across local authorities (60%); the lack of benchmarking to evaluate water quality and quantity, as well 

as service providers’ performance (44%); and limited monitoring to guide decision-making (46%). The accountability gap 

consists in difficulty to ensure the transparency of practices across the different constituencies. One of the causes is the 

asymmetric information across levels of government and weak stakeholder engagement. 

Capacity Gap                                                                                      Funding Gap

Note: Results based on a sample of 48 respondents who indicated the options provided represent a “major”, “important” or 
“somewhat important” obstacle.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.

Information Gap                                                                                Accountability Gap

Note: Results based on a sample of 48 respondents who indicated the options provided represent a “major”, “important” or 
“somewhat important” obstacle.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



The 3Ps co-ordination framework   
The report proposes a series of policy responses to multi-level governance gaps, structured around the “3Ps” co-

ordination framework. It argues that the successful recipe for better governance in cities lies upon the coordination 

across: 

• Policy: co-ordinate water across policies must favour inter-sectoral complementarities while efficiently allocating 

resources and building capacities.

• People: people’s awareness of current and future water risks must be raised and inclusive decision-making 

enhanced.

• Places: place-based understanding is required to overcome territorial mismatches and favour co-operation 

between cities and their surroundings.

People                                                          
Why is it important?                                                                                              

A number of governmental and non-governmental actors play a key role in urban 

water management. Amongst the cities surveyed, service providers are the main 

counterparts of city departments, while less frequent is the interaction with 

industry and business, as well as irrigators and their association. Further attention 

should be paid towards newcomers (e.g. property developers and long-term 

institutional investors); players outside the water sector and traditionally under-

represented groups (e.g. women, youth, poor, indigenous, nature and non-

consumptive users) (OECD 2015d).

The 3 Ps co-ordination framework for integrated urban water management



What are the obstacles?                                                                                                

Several obstacles hinder stakeholder engagement, such as: the complexity of issue at hand, the resistance to change, in 

addition to the lack of funding to support stakeholder engagement.

Frequency of interactions between cities and stakeholders

Note: Results based on the responses provided as “always, very frequently”, “often” out of a scale from “always or very frequently”, 
“often”, “sometimes” to “very rarely” or ‘never”. The sample includes 48 respondents.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.

Obstacles to stakeholder engagement

Note: Results based on a sample of 48 respondents who indicated the obstacles being “critical” and “important”.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



What are the opportunities?                                                                                          

Stakeholder engagement is key for coordinating various actors and interests in cities. It can bring together urban 

planners, water service providers, regulators, advisors and civil society to develop dynamic integrated approaches. It 

can help build trust and ownership, secure the willingness to pay for water services, raise awareness on current and 

future water challenges, ensure the accountability of city managers and service providers to end-users and citizens, 

manage conflicts on water allocation, ensure the political acceptability of different ownership models, and set convergent 

objectives across policy areas. 

Nantes Métropole has been engaging stakeholders to improve local services; the Water Observatory of the 

municipality of Paris provides a multi-stakeholder consultative platform prior to discussions at the City Council; the 

PUB in Singapore engages the community from the early stages of project development to encourage the co-

creation of the Active, Beautiful, Clean Waters (ABC Waters) Projects. OECD (2015d) suggests six principles to set up 

the proper framework conditions for results-oriented stakeholder engagement, and to catalyse efforts for making 

good practices more visible.

Places                                                                        
Why is it important?                                    

Urban and rural areas are subject to 

many interdependencies, related to 

water quality (75%), quantity (73% flood 

control mechanisms), infrastructure (63%    

wastewater treatment) and water allocation (58%). The interaction between urban and rural areas can favour, for instance, 

the use of recycling urban wastewater and decrease the consumption of energy and water, in case of a technological 

upgrade. 

Issue generating interdependencies between cities and surrounding areas

Note: Results based on a sample of 48 respondents who responded “yes” to the options provided.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



What are the obstacles?                                                                                                 

Several obstacles like lack of relevant scale for investment and the mismatch between hydrological and administrative 

boundaries call for further coordination across cities and rural areas ( e.g. water management) and cities and neighbouring 

municipalities ( e.g. water services) as a possible response to water –related risks and technical/infrastructural issues.

Cities are functional urban areas (FUAs) encompassing one or more small municipalities and their commuting zone 

(OECD, 2012b).  In the case of water resources management, beyond the functional and institutional/administrative 

perspectives, the watershed, which follows hydrological logics, must be considered. 

This mismatch can hinder integrated water management: for example when plans take into account limited jurisdictions 

(e.g. municipalities), overlooking a more effective territorial approach. One of the reasons why this occurs is because 

of the blurred allocation of roles and responsibilities at sub-national level and their limited coordination. Appraising the 

metropolitan and hydrological logics is key to addressing linkages between urban areas (where most people live) and 

the surrounding environments (rural and watersheds) that sustain them. This would optimise the opportunity cost of 

investments and the efficient use of water.

What are the opportunities?                                                                                          

Further efforts are needed to foster greater co-operation between cities and their hinterlands, and among cities of a given 

metropolitan area. The scale at which water is managed depends on the function: it can be at the local or metropolitan 

level for drinking water and sanitation; at the sub-basin or basin level for water resources management; or at higher levels 

for flood protection. Multiple scales thus need to be combined within integrated basin governance systems to foster 

efficient use of water resources, information sharing and cost savings.

Scales of water governance in cities



Metropolitan governance arrangements are consistently used in OECD cities (OECD 2015f) and help enhance 

information sharing and costs saving for projects on water, integrating plans, policy making, strategy setting and 

implementing innovative forms of service provision across municipalities. Coordination can be favoured by formal 

bodies or collaboration on specific projects, involving a number of municipalities within the metropolitan area with 

the common goal of reaching the “critical mass” for investment and service provision. For instance, the Metropolitan 

Glasgow Strategic Drainage Partnership (MGSDP) is an example of an informal/soft co-ordination arrangement, set 

to upgrade the Glasgow area’s drainage and sewerage network, reduce flooding and support urban development 

requirements, and improve water quality and the environment. The Metropolitan Authority of Barcelona has fostered 

an integrated perspective across local governments as well as shared infrastructure and expenses.

Rural-urban partnerships (OECD, 2013) are seen as win-win-win solutions, benefiting cities, upstream and 

downstream communities and ecosystems. Encouraging rural-urban cooperation is a first step: the positive two-way 

dialogue requires mutual trust and a clear understanding of the long term benefits of the interaction. Strengthening 

capacities is a second must-do as rural areas do not have the financial and capacity resources to carry out their 

water responsibilities. A third dimension is improving the information system and transparency. Good practices 

include contracts between the municipality of Paris, authorities in the hinterland and farmers to foster co-operation 

between supplying areas in terms of water resources and the urban core; a multi-stakeholder committee in Montreal 

helped improve the quality of discharged water in catchment areas; in New York City, an agreement with watershed 

communities and other authorities helped to preserve both water quality and the economic dynamism of the area.

Policies                                                     
Why is it important?                                                                                         

Water in cities is affected by decisions taken in other sectors and vice 
versa,   in particular agriculture, energy, finance, solid waste, transport 

and land use. There is a need to ensure that water is recognised as a key 

factor of sustainable growth in cities. Such a strategic vision is essential 

for strengthening policy coherence for an integrated urban water policy,  

mitigating split incentives whereby those generating future liabilities do not 

bear related costs, and fostering a whole-of-government approach that builds 

on horizontal and vertical co-ordination.

Policy areas influencing water challenges in surveyed cities

Note: Results based on 48 responses that indicated the influence from policy areas being “critical” and “important”.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



Land use and spatial planning, Energy and territorial development mainly influence water challenges in surveyed cities. 

Land use and spatial planning (79%) can contribute to integrated water resources management and water security. Energy 

(77%) and water are strictly related for both energy production and for getting water from alternative sources. Territorial 

development is the third area closely related to urban water management according to 69% of surveyed cities. On the 

one hand, water is essentially a local issue (pumped, treated, distributed and used locally), but on the other hand, it has 

implications beyond the local scale as water drives or hinders economic development, competitiveness and assets of 

regions in a national framework. Given the importance of local actors and territorial specificities in the water sector, policy 

makers should find ways to maintain coherence while preserving diversity.

What are the obstacles?                                                                                                 

Cities surveyed reported the lack of institutional incentives for cross-sectoral co-operation (65%) and contradictions 

between recommendations/directives at different levels of government (56%) as obstacles to long term and co-ordinated 

water policy to urban water governance (objective gap). Diverging objectives are likely to rise and cross-sectoral co-

ordination is hindered when local authorities compete rather than collaborate (52%); when lobbies interfere bringing 

up sensitive interests (48%); and when conflicts over water allocation (46%) make it difficult to strike a balance between 

economic, social and environmental objectives.

What are the opportunities?                                                                                          

Importantly, policy alignment across sub-national authorities and central governments is absolutely crucial, because policy 

at national level holds impacts on lower levels of government.

Policy complementarities can be an opportunity to:

• reconcile administrative, functional and hydrological logics, overcome territorial mismatch ; 

• efficiently allocate resources; and

• increase capacity.

In the Netherlands “water assessments” are carried out in municipalities to factor in water-related stakes and costs 

in spatial planning decisions; the city of Cologne co-ordinates water and spatial planning for new building areas to 

prevent flood damages because of heavy rainfalls; the city of Milan is combining water resources management and 

waste management under the umbrella of the project “Smart Water Resource Management”; Eau de Paris put in 

place concrete actions to promote organic agriculture for the preservation of water and natural resources. New York’s 

“Green Infrastructure Program” promotes the resilience of the drainage system.

Objective gap

Note: Results based on a sample of 48 respondents who indicated the options provided represent a “major”, “important” or 
“somewhat important” obstacle.
Source: OECD (2016) Water Governance in Cities, OECD Publishing, Paris http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264251090-en.



What’s next?                                     
In June 2015, OECD Member countries endorsed the OECD Principles on Water Governance, which set standards for 

better water policies for better lives. They seek to provide the framework conditions to reap the economic, social and 

environmental benefits of good water governance. These Principles apply to all levels of government, and regardless of 

water management functions, water uses, and ownership models. They are clustered around three categories: 

• Effectiveness of water governance relates to the contribution of governance to define clear sustainable water 

policy goals and targets at different levels of government, to implement those policy goals, and to meet expected 

objectives or targets. 

• Efficiency of water governance relates to the contribution of governance to maximise the benefits of sustainable 

water management and welfare at the least cost to society. 

• Trust and Engagement, in water governance relate to the contribution of governance to building public confidence 

and ensuring inclusiveness of stakeholders through democratic legitimacy and fairness for society at large. 

The OECD argues that there is not a one-size-fits-all solution to water challenges, but rather a large diversity of situations 

within and across countries. Governance responses should therefore be adapted to territorial specificities, and recognise 

that governance is highly context-dependent and it is important to fit water policies to places. The OECD Principles on 

Water Governance provide a framework to take into account when fostering stronger urban-national policy frameworks 

that can help better manage too much, too little and too polluted water in cities and their hinterland. An implementation 

guidance will be published in 2016 to help interested cities in implementing the Principles and assessing whether their 

water governance structures are well-equipped to handle pressing and emerging water challenges.

The OECD Principles on Water Governance 

Source: OECD (2015a), “OECD Principles on Water Governance”, OECD, Paris, available at: http://www.oecd.org/governance/
oecd-principles-on-water-governance.htm.

http://www.oecd.org/governance/oecd-principles-on-water-governance.htm
http://www.oecd.org/governance/oecd-principles-on-water-governance.htm
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