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Increasing variability,
declining water quality
and unsustainable use are
undermining freshwater
availability.

Global surface and groundwater resources are
under increasing stress from natural variability
and anthropogenic pressures.

Renewable freshwater resources total approximately
43,000 km?®/year, remaining broadly constant at
the global scale (FAQO, n.d.a).

Total global water withdrawals averaged around
4,000 km?3/year (2010-2021), equivalent to about
10% of renewable freshwater resources (FAO, n.d.a).

Seasonal and inter-annual variability in water
availability is increasing due to climate change
(IPCC, 2022).

At least 50% of the world’s population (or approxi-
mately 4 billion people) experience high water stress
for at least one month per year (Kuzma et al., 2023).

Climate change impacts on water are most acute at
local scales where storage and delivery infrastruc-
ture are insufficient (UNESCO/UN-Water, 2020).

Declining water quality is reducing effective
freshwater availability and increasing treatment
and delivery costs worldwide.

Only 56% of monitored water bodies globally have
good ambient water quality (Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal (SDG) Indicator 6.3.2; UN-Water, n.d.).

Agricultural runoff is the largest source of fresh-
water pollution globally, including in high-income
countries (United Nations, 2023; 2024).

In low-income countries, poor water quality is
strongly linked to inadequate or absent wastewa-
ter treatment (United Nations, 2023).

Overall water withdrawals have stabilized, but
sectoral and regional demand patterns vary
sharply across income levels and develop-
ment pathways.

Agriculture accounts for 72% of withdrawals, fol-
lowed by industry (15%) and municipal use (13%)
(United Nations, 2025).

Agriculture accounts for about 90% of water use in
low-income countries but only 44% in high-income
countries, reflecting economic diversification
(United Nations, 2025).

Urbanization in lower- and upper-middle-income
countries is driving rising municipal water demand
and competition with agriculture, especially in
periurban areas (United Nations, 2023; 2024).

Industrial water demand has declined over the past
two decades in middle- and high-income countries,
suggesting efficiency gains (United Nations, 2025).

None of the SDG 6 targets are
on track to be achieved by
2030.

As of 2024, 26% of the world’s population lacked
safely managed drinking water services and 41%
lacked safely managed sanitation services (SDG
Indicators 6.1.1 and 6.2.1a; UN-Water, n.d.).

Only 56% of domestic wastewater is safely treated
worldwide (SDG Indicator 6.3.1; UN-Water, n.d.).

Integrated water resources management (IWRM)
implementation stands at 57%, and only 59% of
transboundary basin areas have operational co-
operation arrangements (SDG Indicators 6.5.1 and
6.5.2; UN-Water, n.d.).
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Access to drinking water,
sanitation and hygiene (WASH)
services is failing to keep
pace with growing pressures,
placing a disproportionate
burden on women and girls.

Overall access to safely managed water
and sanitation has improved, but significant
gaps remain.

Between 2015 and 2024, 961 million people gained
access to safely managed drinking water, increasing
global coverage from 68% to 74%. Over the same
period, 1.2 billion people gained access to safely
managed sanitation, raising coverage from 48% to
58%. Despite this progress, as of 2024, 2.1 billion
people still lacked safely managed drinking water,
3.4 Dbillion lacked safely managed sanitation and
1.7 billion lacked basic hygiene services at home
(WHO/UNICEF, 2025a).

Off-premises water access remains widespread
and is primarily borne by women and girls.

An estimated 1.8 billion people live in households
without water supplies on the premises, of whom
around 700 million fetch water from improved or
unimproved sources. In such households, women
and girls are responsible for water collection in
seven out of ten cases (UNICEF/WHO, 2023).

Gendered water collection burdens begin early
and persist across the life course.

Girls aged under 15 years are more likely to fetch
water than boys (7% versus 4%). In 2016, girls
aged 5-9 years spent 30% more time on house-
hold chores than boys, equivalent to 40 million
additional hours per day globally (UNICEF, 2016).
Overall, women and girls spend about 250 million
hours per day collecting water, reducing the time
available for education, leisure and economic activ-
ities (UN Women, 2024a).

Household water management relies heavily on
unpaid female labour.

Women disproportionately undertake unpaid or
under-recognized labour, thus increasing their
unpaid work burden (Cherukumilli et al., 2023).

Housing insecurity and affordability shape une-
qual access to water.

Women heads of household frequently face dis-
criminatory practices, insecure tenure and limited
financial resources, restricting access to housing
and essential services (Chant and McIlwaine, 2015;
SWA, 2021). People living in precarious housing and
informal settlements consistently pay higher prices
for water than people living in formal settlements
(Hutton, 2012; Meehan et al., 2025).

WASH gaps in schools affect education and
health outcomes.

Globally, 23% of schools lack basic drinking water
services, 22% lack basic sanitation and 33% lack
basic hygiene services. Achieving universal access
by 2030 requires a twofold increase in water and
sanitation coverage and a fourfold increase in the
provision of hygiene services (UNICEF/WHO, 2024).
Between 2016 and 2022, more than 10 million
adolescent girls (15-19 years) across 41 coun-
tries reported missing school or activities during
menstruation; only two out of five schools provide
menstrual health education (UNICEF/WHO, 2024;
UNICEF/UN Women/Plan International, 2025).

Inadequate WASH services affect health care
quality and workers.

By 2018, 76% of births occurred in health care
facilities, yet inadequate hygiene conditions con-
tinued to compromise care quality and utilization
(Bouzid et al., 2018). WASH services ranked among
the top five maternal and reproductive health ser-
vice demands of 1.2 million women in 2020 (WHO/
UNICEF, 2020). Although women represent 70%
of the total health workforce, only 78% of health
care facilities in low- and middle-income coun-
tries (LMICs) have basic water services (ILO, 2017;
UNICEF/WHO, 2024).
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Water insecurity has physical and mental
health impacts.

Water insecurity is associated with adverse physical
and mental health outcomes, particularly in rural
areas where women and girls are primary water
collectors (UN Women, 2014; Jayaweera et al., 2022;
United Nations, 2023). In 2020, 13% of households
across 21 LMICs reported a water-fetching injury,
with women more likely to be affected (Venkatara-
manan et al., 2020). Water collection during preg-
nancy has been linked to reduced use of antenatal
care (Geere et al., 2018).

Off-site access to water and sanitation is asso-
ciated with increased safety risks.

Evidence has shown increased risks of sexual vio-
lence, harassment and rape when accessing water
and sanitation, particularly in poorly lit or distant
locations (Sorenson et al., 2011; Caruso et al.,
2017; Gibbs et al., 2020). These risks have been
under-reported due to stigma and fear of retaliation
(Sommer et al., 2015; WHO, 2024). Documented
cases of coerced sex for water services have been
linked to unequal gender norms, insufficient infra-
structure and high water prices (MacArthur et al.,
2020; Merkle et al., 2023; WIN, 2024).

Displacement exacerbates WASH risks, with
emerging institutional frameworks seeking to
manage these risks more systematically.

Refugees and internally displaced people face
severe and underdocumented WASH challenges,
including exposure to waterborne diseases due to
disrupted services (MSF, 2023).

Unequal access to water
sources for productive
uses constrains women's
livelihoods and household
food security.

Women play a central role in agrifood systems,
but face persistent wage and power gaps.

As of 2019, agrifood systems employed 36% of
working women and 38% of working men globally.
Despite women'’s central role, women earned 18.4%
less than men in wage employment in agriculture
in 2023 (FAO, 2023).

Women's land and water rights remain weakly
protected in many countries.

In 2018, fewer than 15% of agricultural landholders
were women (FAO, 2018). Between 2009 and 2023,
in 43 of 49 reporting countries, fewer women than
men owned agricultural land, with men holding at
least twice the ownership share in nearly half of
those countries (FAO, 2025a).

Unequal access to water and services drives
significant productivity gaps.

In 2023, the productivity gap between female- and
male-managed farms of the same size was esti-
mated at 24%, largely due to unequal access to
water, technology, credit and extension services
(FAO, 2023). Evidence shows women manage a
smaller share of irrigated land and operate smaller
irrigated holdings than men (FAO, n.d.b).

Women remain under-represented in agricultural
water governance.

As of 2023, only 27% of 191 countries reported high
levels of women's representation or regular consul-
tation in water governance processes (UNEP-DHI/
GWP/UN Women, 2025), including water user asso-
ciations (WUAs), river basin organizations and irri-
gation committees.
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Irrigation projects targeting women have deliv-
ered high returns.

For women receiving targeted support, improved
access to water for irrigation has increased crop
yields by up to 60% and strengthened economic
independence (World Bank, 2024).

Women are widely represented in the global
workforce but remain under-represented in
water services sectors.

Women account for 40% of the global workforce,
with 24% employed in industry (World Bank, n.d.).
Despite this, women'’s participation in water-related
industrial services remains limited: in 2018-2019,
women represented only 17.7% of employees in
water utilities worldwide (World Bank, 2019).

Across regions, water
challenges vary, requiring
context-specific, gender-
responsive responses.

Water underpins Africa’s economy, particularly
through agriculture as the dominant water user,
yet widespread water scarcity and limited WASH
access remain.

In 2021, 79% of Africa’s freshwater withdrawals were
used by agriculture, a sector employing over 45%
of the workforce and highly dependent on rainfall
and groundwater (FAO, 2025b; n.d.c).

In 2024, the estimated rates of access to basic
water services and basic sanitation were 58% and
47%, respectively (WHO/UNICEF, 2024). Poor san-
itation, hygiene and contaminated water are linked
to approximately 115 deaths per hour across Africa
(WHO, n.d.).

Inadequate water access imposes a large time
burden on women, especially in rural areas, which
could save women the equivalent of 77 million work-
ing days per year (WaterAid, 2023). This burden
is particularly acute in rural areas, where 80% of
households were reported to rely on distant water
sources in 2019 (UNICEF/WHO, 2019).

Policy commitments to gender-equitable water
governance outpace implementation.

The Africa Water Vision 2025 identified gender
equity as central to water security (African Union/
ECA/AfDB, 2000). However, progress remains lim-
ited: in 2022, fewer than 30% of African countries
had integrated gender targets into national water
policies (AMCOW/African Union, 2022). Persistent
gaps in legal and institutional frameworks, includ-
ing the absence of gender-specific provisions in
national laws, constrain progress (RRI/ELI, 2020).

Climate variability and ecosystem degradation
intensify water insecurity with gendered impacts.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, erratic rainfall and prolonged
droughts are increasing, thus exacerbating water
scarcity. The degradation of wetlands and forests
can undermine people’s ability to secure household
water and food, which disproportionately affects
women as they have the main responsibility for
these tasks (UN Women, 2023). Governance chal-
lenges and resource constraints, particularly in frag-
ile states, further limit effective climate adaptation
and water management.

Digital and skills gaps constrain women's partic-
ipation in water and climate solutions in Africa.

Digital inclusion remains a major gender chal-
lenge in Africa: for every 100 men with spreadsheet
skills, only 40-44 women demonstrate comparable
proficiency, and less than one in three graduates
in science, technology, engineering and mathe-
matics (STEM) in Sub-Saharan Africa are women
(UNESCO, 2024).
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Financing shortfalls limit progress towards
WASH and gender-responsive water outcomes.

Achieving WASH-related objectives in Sub-Saharan
Africa requires an estimated US$64 billion per year,
yet actual annual investments range between US$10
billion and US$19 billion (African Union, 2023).
Water tariffs remain below cost-recovery levels,
with less than half of African countries recover-
ing more than 80% of WASH operation and main-
tenance costs through tariffs. The sector attracts
limited private finance, accounting for only 2% of
private investment in Africa between 2012 and 2020
(Farnault and Sarr, 2024).

Asia and the Pacific region contains some of
the world’s most climate-vulnerable areas,
with women disproportionately affected by
water-related disasters.

Women’'s mortality was 61% of deaths during
Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar (2008), 70-80% during
the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami in parts of India
and Indonesia, and 91% during the 1991 cyclone
in Bangladesh (UNDP, 2013).

Access to safe water has improved for women
in much of Asia, but not in Pacific small island
developing states (SIDS).

In Central Asia, the number of women and girls
lacking access to improved surface water sources
declined from 187 million in 2000 to 61 million
in 2015 and to 31 million in 2022. In East and
Southeast Asia, the number fell from 188 million in
2000 to 73 million in 2015 and 30 million in 2022.
In contrast, in Pacific SIDS, the number remained
at 2 million between 2000 and 2015 and increased
to 3 million in 2022 (UN Women/DESA, 2023).

In Central, South and Southwest Asia, 24% of
the population relies on off-premises water col-
lection, and women and adolescent girls account
for more than two-thirds of the time spent on water
collection. Across several countries in the region,
women and girls travel longer distances and spend
more time collecting water than men (ESCAP/
UN Women, 2024).

Access to adequate WASH services in schools
remains a critical development challenge in
Latin America and the Caribbean.

Inadequate WASH services in schools undermine
the health, dignity and learning outcomes of mil-
lions of children in Latin America and the Carib-
bean: one in four schools lacks basic drinking water,
and nearly two in five lack handwashing facilities,
affecting up to 59 million students across the region
(UNICEF, 2025).

Europe has near-universal water access, yet gen-
der disparities persist within the water sector.

Despite near-universal access to water supply and
sanitation in Europe, gender-based disparities
remain embedded across governance, knowledge
systems, financing and participation in the water
sector (Crider and Ray, 2022; UNICEF/WHO, 2023).

Eastern and Southern Europe have experienced inten-
sified drought cycles with impacts on smallholder
agriculture. In the Mediterranean region, studies
have shown that water-saving irrigation programmes
disproportionately benefited male-led commercial
farms, while women were excluded from consulta-
tions and financing mechanisms (Minoia, 2007).

The Arab region faces severe water scarcity and
persistent gaps in WASH services that under-
mine education and daily life, yet women’s
participation in water resources management
(WRM) and governance remains low.

The Arab region is one of the most water-scarce
regions, with 19 of 22 Arab states meeting official
definitions of water scarcity and 13 states meeting
definitions of absolute water scarcity (ESCWA, 2024).

An estimated 15% of schools in the Arab region
have limited or no access to water, while 18% lack
basic sanitation services (WHO/UNICEF, n.d.), with
implications for health, education and participation.

Between 2020 and 2024, women graduated at lower
rates than men in STEM fields in Arab states - dis-
ciplines most relevant to water management and
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WASH (UIS, n.d.). A 2021 study found that these edu-
cation gaps are reflected in workplace representa-
tion within the water sector (Afailal et al., 2021).

One report covering 19 countries in the Arab region
found that gender mainstreaming in IWRM was
limited, with few of the countries systematically
reviewing or revising gender-related activities and
outcomes through accountability mechanisms
(ESCWA/UNEP-DHI, 2025).

Persistent gaps in
sex-disaggregated data and
unequal access to relevant
education and training
continue to constrain
evidence-based, gender-
responsive water policies.

Sex-disaggregated water data remain scarce
and fragmented.

Data on water access and water-related work are
limited, and, when available, have often been col-
lected at the household level, masking gender dif-
ferences (Miletto et al., 2019; Caruso, 2023). Case
studies from multiple countries show that disag-
gregating data by sex improves the targeting and
effectiveness of WASH services (Nauges and Strand,
2017, Silva et al., 2020; Winter et al., 2021).

In water resources management (WRM), the larg-
est data gaps concern women'’s agricultural labour
and access to irrigation. A 2016 study that disag-
gregated agricultural yields by women’s and men’s
plots estimated yield gaps of 20-30% in LMICs
(FAO, 2016).

International tools for gender-responsive water
data are increasingly available.

United Nations agencies have developed and tested
multiple tools for sex-disaggregated water data
collection. These include the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization’s AQUASTAT, the Department
of Economic and Social Affairs’ minimum set of
gender-sensitive indicators, the UNESCO WWAP
Toolkit on Sex-Disaggregated Water Data and
UN-Water's SDG 6 gender indicators framework,
piloted across Africa, Asia and Latin America
(Miletto et al., 2019; DESA, 2020; UN-Water, 2023;
FAO, n.d.d.).

Collecting sex-disaggregated data, delivering
training and supporting professional development
require targeted resources.

Meaningful progress has been made in basic
schooling, creating a strong foundation for
reducing remaining education gaps, including
in STEM education.

While enrolment in primary and secondary education
has improved globally, girls still lag behind boys in
secondary school completion in low-income regions:
36% versus 41% in South Asia and 25% versus 31%
in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2022 (Sosale et al., 2023;
UNESCO GEM Report/UIS, 2024).

For 87% of countries reporting STEM enrolment
data, gender gaps are already visible at the sec-
ondary education level (Straza, 2024). Women are
less likely than men to enrol in engineering, manu-
facturing and construction, contributing to their low
representation in water management and govern-
ance roles (UNESCO WWAP, 2021; Straza, 2024).

Institutionalized technical and vocational education
and training and non-formal water-related train-
ing programmes provide alternative pathways for
skills development. In one programme in Mexico,
women accounted for 40% of participants in 2024
(9,675), indicating increasing women's participation
in structured training.!

' Informed by Asociaciéon Nacional de Entidades de Agua y Saneamiento Director-General, July 2025, personal communication.

Facts and figures 7



Despite being most

affected, women remain
under-represented in water
management and governance,
limiting their influence over
key decisions.

The global water sector has a significant oppor-
tunity to advance inclusion and performance by
expanding women's participation in technical
and leadership roles.

Data from 64 utilities in 28 LMICs have highlighted
significant opportunities to expand women’s par-
ticipation and leadership in the water workforce
(World Bank, 2019). While women represented less
than one in five water workers and a global gender
pay gap of about 20% persisted as of 2019 (ILO,
2019), many utilities are recognizing the value of
diverse teams. Notably, increasing the presence of
women engineers and managers, who were absent
in one-third and 12% of utilities, respectively (World
Bank, 2019), offers a clear pathway to strengthen
performance, innovation and gender equality across
the sector.

There is growing recognition worldwide of the
need to strengthen gender mainstreaming in
water governance to build more inclusive and
effective decision-making systems.

Under SDG Indicator 6.5.1, global average scores
for gender mainstreaming in IWRM laws, policies
and plans increased from 54% in 2020 to 58%
in 2023. However, only 27% of countries reported
achieving gender objectives, while 15% had no gen-
der mainstreaming mechanisms, and 31% reported
limited implementation, budgeting or monitoring
(UNEP-DHI/GWP/UN Women, 2025).

Most national water policies explicitly aim to reach
women and girls, and there is increasing momentum
to strengthen these commitments, with countries
progressively expanding monitoring mechanisms
and dedicated financing to ensure services are
effectively delivered (WHO, 2022).

In 2021-2022, women held less than half of WASH
positions in government jobs in 79 of 189 countries
and less than 10% in nearly one-quarter of countries
(WHO, 20822). A survey of 173 water organizations
in developing countries found women represented
36% of junior staff and 38% of mid-level staff, but
only 26% of leadership positions (Oluwasanya
et al,, 2024).

Studies have shown that low levels of women’s
leadership in irrigation WUAs are associated with
ineffective management, weak equity and lower
sustainability (Imburgia et al., 2020).

Analysis of SDG Indicator 6.5.2 shows that only
19% of river basins include equality and inclusion
objectives, and only 15% include gender-related
tasks in joint bodies. Women'’s organizations hold
observer status in 10% of river basins and advisory
roles in 8%, indicating limited institutional inclusion
(UNECE/UNESCO/UN-Water, 2024).

Gender quotas and leadership are delivering
measurable gains in women’s representation
and governance outcomes.

The application of gender quotas in governance
has been linked to improved equity and sustain-
ability (ECOSOC, 2022; 2025). The proportion of
women serving as heads of environmental minis-
tries increased to 28% by January 2024, up from
15% in 2020 and 12% in 2015 (IUCN, 2021; UN
Women, 2024b).
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Addressing persistent
underfunding through

more efficient and gender-
responsive water investments
is essential to advancing
gender equality.

There is substantial opportunity to increase
global water investments to match rising needs
and unlock wide-ranging social, economic and
environmental benefits.

In 2022, global investment in water infrastructure
and management was approximately US$300 bil-
lion per year, against an estimated financing gap
of US$700 billion annually to achieve water secu-
rity by 2030 (OECD, 2022). If investment rates
do not increase, cumulative financing needs for
water-related infrastructure are projected to reach
US$6.7 trillion by 2030 and US$22.6 trillion by 2050
(Khemka et al., 2023; Voegele et al., 2024). The
largest shortfalls are concentrated in Sub-Saharan
Africa and South Asia, where access to safely man-
aged water and sanitation remains lowest (UNICEF/
WHO, 2023).

Strengthening traditional funding sources and
improving utility efficiency offers significant
potential to meet growing sector needs.

Tariffs, taxes and transfers remain the main funding
sources for water services, but are generally insuf-
ficient to meet investment needs. Water utilities
experience financial losses linked to inefficiencies,
estimated at around 15% of total operating costs.
Reductions in public budgets can increase unpaid
water-related labour, which is disproportionately
borne by women (Joseph et al., 2024).

Water investments generate high economic
returns.

A 2014 global estimate found that every US$1
invested in the water sector generated returns of
approximately US$4.3, through reduced health care
costs, lower pollution levels and increased school
attendance (WHO/UN-Water, 2014).

Official development assistance (ODA) for water
has declined, but donor practices increasingly
require the integration and reporting of gen-
der objectives.

Commitments of ODA for water supply and san-
itation declined by 9% between 2022 and 2023.
However, the share of water and sanitation ODA
marked as having a significant gender equality
objective has increased steadily, to 35% in 2023
(WHO/UNICEF, 2025b).

Private finance plays a limited but growing role
in water investment.

In response to fiscal pressures and declining ODA,
attention has shifted towards mobilizing private
capital. In 2017, 9% of water supply and sanita-
tion infrastructure investment was financed through
public-private partnerships (Joseph et al., 2024).
For small-scale systems such as irrigation and
community wastewater treatment, microfinance
and retail banking have been identified as relevant
financing channels (Khemka et al., 2023).

There is growing opportunity to integrate gender
considerations into water financing frameworks,
enhancing equity and investment effectiveness.

A review of national water resources plans found
that in 2015, only 16% explicitly identified women as
key stakeholders or primary participants in climate
adaptation (Fletcher and Schonewille, 2015). Even
in regions with relatively low financing gaps, such
as Latin America, gendered WASH burdens remain
high, indicating misalignment between investment
levels and gender-targeted outcomes (UNICEF/
WHO, 2023; Joseph et al., 2024).
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There is increasing recognition that govern-
ance failures reduce the effectiveness of
water financing.

Corruption and misallocation of funds have con-
strained the impact of WASH investments. Evidence
shows that earmarked WASH funds have been
embezzled or diverted in some contexts, contrib-
uting to persistent service gaps (Ohwo, 2019). These
failures often increase unpaid compensation bur-
dens at the household level.

Participatory and gender-responsive financing
shows measurable performance gains.

In 2024, 90% of investors applying a gender-
responsive investment strategy reported meet-
ing or exceeding financial expectations, with 51%
also reporting strong impact outcomes (Hand
et al., 2024).

Gender-targeted microfinance has reached scale
in water access.

Water.org’s WaterCredit Initiative, implemented
between 2004 and 2021, supported over 30 mil-
lion people across 13 countries, with 87% of ben-
eficiaries being women, through gender-targeted
microloans for water and sanitation access (Damon
and White, 2021).

Gender-responsive financing is becoming
increasingly embedded in multilateral
instruments.

The Green Climate Fund requires gender assess-
ments for all adaptation projects. The Global Envi-
ronment Facility has strengthened requirements
for gender-responsive indicators and capacity
development across project cycles (GCF, n.d,;
GEF IW:LEARN/UNESCO WWAP, forthcoming).
Results-based financing instruments, including
those supported by the World Bank, increasingly
embed gender-specific targets in water and san-
itation projects.
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