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PREAMBLE

Water is a foundational and strategic asset, as well as a fundamental human
right that underpins economic autonomy for rural families. Water management
(e.g. drainage, water storage and irrigation) integrates the objectives of climate
action, agricultural productivity, biodiversity preservation, and the prosperity of rural
communities. The agricultural sector faces a dual crisis of increasing water scarcity
and the increasing frequency of catastrophic hydrological events like floods and
droughts due to rising temperatures with climate change, increasing population, and
diverse policy frameworks for water management.

Severe weather events have a direct impact on the interaction between plants and
soil, which in turn affects overall food security. Both water and soil air are vital for
healthy plant development. Through irrigation, farmers can supplement water
supplies and, through drainage, promote soil aeration during periods of flooding and
water-saturated conditions. Utilising soil management techniques such as minimising
tillage and preventing compaction helps increase the soil’s ability to retain water and
improve its infiltration capacity. Nevertheless, effective water management remains
essential for maximising the positive functions of soil for food security, supporting
climate change adaptation and mitigation, as well as strengthening the resilience
of food production systems.

Sustainable water management considers both soil biodiversity and soil
characteristics to support a wide range of soil ecosystem services. These include
food production, photosynthesis, carbon sequestration, soil water retention, erosion
control, soil aggregation for improved water infiltration, and pollination from flowers
growing near ditches. All these functions contribute to the resilience of agricultural
ecosystems. Healthy, well-functioning soils help prevent erosion and reduce
nutrient runoff, which not only maintains the water quality of rivers and lakes but
also increases nutrient use efficiency.

Some areas of the world, in particular Small Islands, face unique and disproportionate
water-related challenges, including saltwater intrusion, limited freshwater resources,
cyclones, coastal erosion, droughts, and heavy dependence on food imports. Climate
change is accelerating the degradation of freshwater aquifers and agricultural land in
many island states. 
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Farmers manage over one-third of the world’s land and depend on water resources
to sustain the global food system. Therefore, they are the frontline custodians of the
water systems that provide global food, fibre, and energy. However, top-down
regulatory frameworks and skewed market signals often impede their ability to
implement efficient water management. In accordance with the Paris Agreement,
the WFO asserts that water governance must prioritise global food security and
ensure that climate responses do not undermine the viability of food production.

Sustainable Development Goal 6 (SDG 6) – Clean Water and Sanitation – serves as
the critical bridge between ecological health and global food security. In the context
of the agricultural sector, achieving SDG 6 is about access; and importantly, the
resilient management of a strategic asset that underpins climate stability and rural
prosperity. As farmers navigate the “dual crisis” of water scarcity and extreme
hydrological events, their role as primary stewards of 70% of the world’s
freshwater becomes central to the goal’s success. To meet the SDG targets, water
governance must shift from restrictive top-down mandates to supportive frameworks
that empower these frontline managers. By aligning SDG 6 with the Paris Agreement,
we ensure that water conservation efforts protect – rather than penalise – the
agricultural systems responsible for feeding the global population.

Water scarcity is not solely a question of allocation, but of governance,
infrastructure, and investment gaps across all sectors. As water scarcity
intensifies, competing demands across sectors may place increasing pressure on
agricultural production and food security.
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GLOBAL CHALLENGES

Water challenges affecting agriculture must be understood within a broader
systemic context. Farmers operate within water systems shaped by multiple external
pressures and structural constraints.

Key challenges include:

Fragmented water governance across sectors, leading to inefficiencies and
misallocation.

Chronic underinvestment in water infrastructure, such as storage, distribution,
and reuse systems.

Climate change and soil degradation as key drivers of hydrologic trends,
including drought and flood intensification.

Significant water losses occurring outside agriculture, including urban leakage
and industrial inefficiencies. Currently, a significant amount of water is wasted due
to inadequate infrastructure. Improving these systems would directly benefit key
local productions. 

Policies disproportionately focusing on agricultural demand rather than
system-wide solutions.

The utmost importance of freshwater and potable water for life, and the
current availability, the impending need, and the growing lack of fresh and potable
water – including the sustainable management of stock water supplies – may need
to be mentioned to also set the context.

Global geopolitical instability and conflicts continue to increase energy and
transportation costs, directly impacting irrigation systems, water pumping,
agricultural inputs, and food production costs. Sustainable water management
strategies should therefore include measures to reduce dependency on imported
energy and strengthen local renewable energy solutions. The degradation,
pollution and waste of water resources need to be acknowledged, together
with the various contributing factors across sectors, in order to support targeted
interventions and effective solutions. 
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THE WATER-ENERGY-AGRICULTURE NEXUS AND
CLIMATE FINANCE

A primary obstacle to sustainable water management is the misclassification of
agricultural water use within international climate accounting. Currently, the energy
required for vital activities such as irrigation pumping is frequently attributed to the
"Energy" or "Transport" sectors in Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs). This
reinforces a systemic bias that obscures agriculture’s role as a solution provider and
instead classifies it as a source of emissions and resource pressure. In fact, overall
energy-related emissions from agriculture tend to remain low compared with other
sectors, and emissions linked to irrigation are often minor compared with those from
transport or energy systems; the key challenge is therefore to ensure that agriculture
and rural areas are not left behind in the clean energy transition.

This reporting error creates several critical gaps:

Funding Barriers: Misalignment in NDCs prevents producers from accessing
climate finance specifically earmarked for agricultural innovation, such as solar-
powered irrigation and advanced water-efficiency tools.

Irrigation and advanced water-efficiency tools, including enabling on-farm
water storage through the harvesting of high flows to bolster drought resilience
and climate adaptation. Other examples include nature-based and water-saving
solutions eligible for climate finance.

The Investment Deficit: Despite the sector's high exposure to climate volatility,
agriculture receives a disproportionately small share – only 3.8 per cent – of
worldwide mitigation funding. This imbalance persists despite agriculture’s central
role in delivering water retention, groundwater recharge, and landscape-level
resilience. and its essential role in maintaining the water cycle through
evapotranspiration from crops.
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The 2026 United Nations Water Conference in the United Arab Emirates seeks to
build a water-secure future for all by surging investment, innovation, and solidarity
into the implementation of SDG 6. As the principal managers of natural resources
who manage over one-third of the global landmass, farmers serve as the frontline
custodians of the water systems essential for global food, fibre, and energy. WFO’s
participation is vital to this process, as the agricultural sector currently faces a dual
crisis of increasing water scarcity and catastrophic hydrological events. The WFO
advocates for the conference to recognise that addressing Loss and Damage must
involve supporting farmer-led resilience against climate-induced threats like
drought, flood, soil erosion and saltwater intrusion, which actively deplete the natural
capital of farms.
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LOSS AND DAMAGE AND HYDROLOGICAL RESILIENCE

Water-related loss and damage affecting agriculture is predominantly driven by
external factors, including climate change, deforestation, upstream and downstream
water management decisions, and inadequate public infrastructure. Farmers are
therefore the primary sufferers of Loss and Damage resulting from water-related
disasters. Addressing Salinity and SIDS Vulnerability (Loss and Damage) For Small
Island Developing States (SIDS), water challenges are not only about volume
(floods/droughts) but also quality. We propose adding a reference to saltwater
intrusion in the "Loss and Damage" section. Rising sea levels are degrading the coastal
aquifers that many of our members rely on, which is a specific form of climate-
induced loss and damage that currently lacks adequate infrastructure support,
funding and planning policies.

The WFO advocates for the inclusion of these water-related impacts within the
international Loss and Damage framework. This requires a shift toward supporting
farmer-led resilience, such as on-farm water storage and risk-mitigation techniques
that safeguard both environmental health and the economic stability of rural regions
and urban areas. As water is the primary input for agricultural production, we cannot
fall below specific water requirements, nor can we compromise on the quality of
water used for safe food production.

Farmers should not be held solely accountable for water degradation where system
failures, such as poor watershed governance or lack of investment, are the primary
drivers. Support mechanisms and compensation must reflect joint responsibility
across sectors and governance levels. 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES

To create a water-secure future that empowers the agricultural community, the WFO
proposes the following pillars:

Farmers as Stewards

Global policy must recognise that farmers are the principal managers of natural
resources, playing a decisive role in water regulation and conservation while feeding a
growing population. Farmers act within constraints imposed by climate variability,
market conditions, and policies, and should be supported rather than penalised in
improving water efficiency. 

Explicit Policy Integration

National climate strategies and NDCs should clearly link water and energy
consumption to the agricultural sector to unlock dedicated funding for on-farm
adaptation. Policies should adopt integrated, cross-sectoral accounting approaches. 

Inclusive, Bottom-Up Advocacy

Effective water policies must be shaped through the active participation of farmer
organisations, ensuring that regulations are grounded in local realities rather than
theoretical models. Top-down restrictions that limit water access without viable
alternatives risk undermining food security and rural livelihoods without delivering
meaningful water savings. 

Inclusivity

Policies must ensure that youth and women’s land tenure and water rights are
protected to prevent their marginalisation during water-sharing negotiations.

Equity "Inside the Farm Gate"

Climate and biodiversity finance must be made directly accessible to farmers,
rewarding them for the essential ecosystem services they provide, such as water
purification and flood control. Equity must also address historical underinvestment in
rural water infrastructure and ensure that farmers are not disproportionately
burdened by water conservation mandates. 
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Technical and Data Empowerment 

To implement sustainable practices, farmers require improved access to spatial data,
high-quality information, and robust advisory services. Data systems should also
capture contributions of agriculture to water cycles, including infiltration, storage, and
evapotranspiration benefits.

Innovative Tools

Information systems and forecasting tools should be practical, timely, and
accessible for farmers at the operational level. Forecasting systems, climate-risk
insurance, and stabilisation mechanisms are also important tools to support on-farm
adaptation and long-term water management planning.

Shared Responsibility Across Sectors

Sustainable water management requires shared accountability across agriculture,
industry, communities, and governments. Policies must reflect the interconnected
nature of water systems rather than isolating individual sectors. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

At the 2026 United Nations Water Conference, the WFO advocates for the
following pillars to be integrated into the conference’s outcome document. These
recommendations are specifically designed to align with the Interactive Dialogue
themes identified by global stakeholders, most notably the focus on the Water-
Energy-Food-Ecosystem (WEFE) Nexus. By prioritising farmer-led resilience,
these policies ensure that water governance protects the viability of food
production in accordance with the Paris Agreement and supports the prosperity
of rural communities.

UNFCCC Integration: Integrated water management was covered under the
previous Koronivia Joint Work on Agriculture, and water access and reliability
must be a central pillar when negotiations resume under the Sharm el-Sheikh
Joint Work on Agriculture in mid-2026, and beyond in future negotiations on
climate change measures in food production. 

Adopt Global Adaptation Metrics: Utilise the 59 indicators of the Global Goal on
Adaptation, particularly the agriculture-specific cluster, to track and incentivise
water resilience. Metrics should include enabling conditions such as infrastructure,
governance, and finance – not solely farm-level performance. 

Just Transition Support: Leverage the recognition of farmers within the Just
Transition Work Programme to ensure equitable access to water resources and
technology, and strengthen capacity building on sustainable water use
management. Policies should not shift the burden of water conservation
disproportionally onto farmers without compensation or viable alternatives. The
high cost of grid electricity is a major barrier to using existing water infrastructure;
making these tools affordable and localised is key to a just transition.

Circular Solutions: Promote the use of bio-based alternatives and circular
economy models to protect water and soil from plastic contamination. Promote
water reuse and recycling across all sectors, including safe use of treated urban
wastewater in agriculture, where appropriate and guaranteed by certifications.
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Invest in Water Infrastructure: Prioritise public investment in reservoirs for
storage with a pumping system that generates hydroelectric power, helping to
meet the country’s energy needs, irrigation systems performance, stock water,
and distribution networks in rural areas. Drainage systems, water storage
capacity, flood mitigation infrastructure, and long-term investment frameworks
should be predictable for farmers and rural communities. These arrangements
would reduce system-wide losses such as leakage and inefficiencies outside the
farm, as well as bolster drought resilience and foster clean electricity generation
at the same time.  It is crucial to secure international financing to improve water-
use efficiency for irrigation. 

Access to Innovation: Scale solar irrigation, precision agriculture, water-efficient
technologies, and access to data on current and predicted water availability by
ensuring affordability and accessibility, particularly for farmers. 

Strengthen Water Governance: Favour basin-level governance by involving
farmer representation, through Farmers’ Organisations, to align farmer-led
policies across agriculture, water, and agri-food sectors.

Promote Investment in Healthy Soils: Soils play a key role in water
management and filtration. When soils degrade, their ability to provide these
ecosystem services declines. Investment is therefore needed to understand the
state of soil health and to support farmers in implementing measures that
protect soils. 

Sustainable Approach: Nature-based solutions, agroecological practices,
watershed restoration, reforestation, rainwater harvesting, precision agriculture
and soil regeneration should be promoted as some of the cost-effective and
sustainable approaches to improving water retention, biodiversity protection, and
climate action.

Training: Farmers’ organised structures, in particular farmer organisations and
cooperatives, play a critical role in awareness raising, training, knowledge transfer,
community mobilisation, and implementation of sustainable water management
practices at local and regional levels. 

Access to Finance: Climate and water financing mechanisms should be
simplified and made directly accessible to farmers, cooperatives, and farmer
organisations, especially in developing countries where administrative barriers
often limit access to international funding opportunities. 
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Regional cooperation, South-South collaboration, and farmer-to-farmer
knowledge exchange should be strengthened to promote innovation, technology
transfer, and shared solutions for sustainable water management. Integrated
landscape approaches linking soil stewardship, watershed management, water
retention, and conservation practices can generate multiple environmental co-
benefits and strengthen long-term sustainability in food production. 

Water allocation and infrastructure decisions require integrated planning
approaches that recognise water as a finite and strategic resource.

Water-related policy approaches should also consider impacts on international
competitiveness and the potential displacement of agricultural production
across regions and trading systems.

Sustainable water management strategies should include measures to reduce
dependency on imported energy and strengthen local renewable energy
solutions.

Incentive-based and producer-driven approaches are essential to support the
large-scale adoption of water-efficient practices and technologies.

Young farmers, women, and rural communities should receive increased
support through technical training, digital tools, climate-smart agriculture
education, and water management capacity-building programs to ensure long-
term sustainability and innovation in the agricultural sector.
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CONCLUSION

Water governance and climate action must be consistent with the Paris Agreement,
which prioritises global food security and ensures that environmental responses do
not undermine the viability of food production. This alignment is essential for
achieving SDG 6, as resilient water management serves as a critical bridge between
ecological health, climate stability, and the prosperity of farmers and rural
communities. Long-term environmental sustainability also depends on the economic
viability and flourishing farm businesses, which enable farmers to invest in innovation
for water efficiency and climate action measures.

As the world prepares for the 2026 UN Water Conference, the global community
must move beyond isolated policies and embrace the Water-Energy-Food-
Ecosystem (WEFE) Nexus through systemic, cooperative solutions.

To succeed, policy frameworks must shift from restrictive top-down mandates to
supportive, farmer-led solutions that empower the primary custodians of the world’s
freshwater. Empowering farmers through supportive policies, adequate
investment, and fair recognition of their role is essential to building sustainable
water systems that benefit people, planet, and global food security. 
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