
WATER ACCOUNTING FOR 
WATER GOVERNANCE AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT  

POLICY BRIEF

‘We cannot plan and manage what we do not measure’ – 

is a statement that few would disagree with

Society needs more information to support future water 

resource planning to ensure we have enough water

WA makes sense of how much water is available, 

how we use it, and make sure taps do not run dry

WA underpins good water 

governance and assists in sound 

decision-making across the water 

sector.  In turn this supports 

sustainable development and the 

2030 Agenda

WA can help to identify cross-sector 

water problems, and improve integration and 

transparency

WA alone cannot solve problems, but it can go a long way to improving the way 

water resources are managed

Water accounting (WA) guides policy-makers on water governance for 

sustainable development; it helps govern water wisely to sustainably grow 

the economy, address human needs and protect the environment.  
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There is growing interest in WA, why it is needed, what benefits it brings, and equally important, how 

it can be put into practice. WA is not a new idea, yet it is an alarmingly simple one.  It is about 

quantifying water resources and uses of water, much like financial accounts provide information on 

income and expenditure.  Interest in WA is based on the premise that ‘We cannot plan and manage 

what we do not measure’ – a statement that few would disagree with.  

However, given the current focus on water as a precious and limiting resource, the risks of extreme 

floods and droughts, and water’s central role in the 2030 Agenda, it is difficult to understand why so 

little attention is given to WA and to making sure we have enough water.  

WA helps to make sense of how much water is available and how it is 
allocated to make sure the taps do not run dry. This, in its simplest form is 
what WA is all about.  

But it is much more than this. WA is about understanding the hydrological 
cycle, assessing spatial and seasonal variations in rainfall with unpredictable 
extremes of floods and droughts.  It must take account of medium and 
long-term changes in demand across all water users, and inform water 
infrastructure investment in pumping, storage, and planning for climate 
change.  

Society needs more accurate information and answers to the key questions about water supply and demand.  
More data are needed but simply doing more, or more accurate, water measurements and assessments is not 
enough.  WA per se is of little use.  But as a tool for understanding and resolving water problems and supporting 
water management, it is invaluable. The question then is how best to use this tool.

Source: Comprehensive Assessment of Water Management in Agriculture. 2007
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A foundation for good water governance
WA’s main role is to provide sound, reliable data as the foundation for good water governance.  Water governance 
is widely accepted as the major weakness in water resource management in most developing countries.  According 
to the World Bank1, what makes water governance so particularly challenging is, the ‘uncertainty about the 
amount and quality of water available from year to year, in terms of both stocks and flows’.  

The connection between WA and governance lies in water auditing. Like financial audits, this provides the 
qualitative judgements to the water account.  It is the means of placing WA’s findings, outputs, and 

recommendations into the broader societal context of water management, and water services 
delivery.  

Together WA and water auditing support good water governance and in turn support sustainable 
development.  

         WA can identify cross-sector water problems and improve 
integration and transparency over water allocations.

WA alone cannot solve problems, but it can go a long 
way to improving and reforming governance by 
providing the information needed to support sound 
decision-making.  

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICY MAKERS

Building sustainable development
By adopting WA, policy-makers can make a significant contribution 

to sustainable development.  This would ensure that plans and 

related SDGs are monitored and ‘costed’ in terms of how much 

water they use or consume 

Resolving conflicting water allocations and trade-offs
Government’s role is changing from providing development to 

providing regulatory and oversight services.  This ‘honest broker’ role 

will need evidence from WA to manage excessive and conflicting 

water demands and negotiate trade-offs.

Examining infrastructure and institutions
Infrastructure and legacy water laws, prices, rules, and 

tenure determine who gets what water in a river 

basin, especially when there is water shortage.  

WA provides transparency for making allocations 

negotiating trade-offs. 

Preparing for drought and emergencies
WA can support drought preparedness.  River basins 

and their populations face increasing risks of drought.  

WA underpins ‘Monitoring and early warning’; one of 

three pillars recommended for drought policy, planning, 

and preparedness.  

1    World Bank (2006) Good governance for good water management. 
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Asking questions of water professionals
Policy-makers see the world from an investment and intervention point of view.  WA enables them to task water 

professionals with questions that facilitate sustainable development and help solve water-related problems, such as 

how to save water in different sectors?  

Checking water accounting capabilities  
Policy-makers should recommend WA focal points are established    in-country and related skills strengthened as a 

service within all water related government departments.  This should go hand-in -hand with a review of existing WA 

facilities, especially those for public-good problem-solving, such as water allocation in river basins and from aquifers.  

Funding hydrological data collection and analysis
Governments, as a matter of priority, must invest in more quality data collection as the basis for effective WA.  A 

significant gap in many countries is the lack of hydrometric infrastructure at field and basin levels to gather hydrological 

basic data, such as rainfall, evaporation, groundwater levels, and river flows.  Data are also needed on water demand 

from agricultural, urban, industrial, and environmental sectors.  Complementary support for this can come from GEMI, 

a UN initiative which is helping countries to build capacity for long-term SDG 6 monitoring.  

Sharing hydrological data and information
Hydrological information must be shared so that stakeholders have better oversight of water issues.  Too often it is 

treated as a strategic asset which cannot be shared with scientific organizations, water users, and other third parties.  

Concealing data, or putting data behind an expensive paywall, contributes to a downward cycle of poor accounting 

and poor water management. 

Sharing WA expertise and methods
This goes beyond sharing water data.  There are many organizations working on WA from their own perspectives; 

with ‘sharing’ only taking place through websites and publications.  More collaboration among different WA groups 

and specialists would greatly improve WA methods.  

Commissioning research
Institutions which develop WA are not well funded.  The need is to establish and expand research units working on 

different accounting methods including the use of Earth Observation, mobile and basin/field hydrometric sources, as 

well as from different water using disciplines.  Research is needed to map alternative ways of acquiring data, establish 

common water metrics, and develop methods that better capture the connections among water users, support SDG 

monitoring, and investigate early warning systems for emerging water risks.  

Championing a global centre of expertise
A global centre of excellence on WA or a network of centres sharing expertise and working on common projects 

would benefit all nations and avoid unnecessary duplication of effort and gaps in knowledge.  They could provide 

‘one-stop-shops’ for expertise on WA and water auditing. For everyone’s benefit, future progress will require that 

protagonists of different WA methods agree on methods, measurement, metrics, and terminology.  

This Policy Brief and the accompanying white paper ‘Water accounting for 

water governance and sustainable development’ are outputs of the World 

Water Council Member initiative on water accounting for agriculture led by 

FAO with IHE Delft, UNESCO-WWAP, IWMI, ICID and DWFI.

WWW.WORLDWATERCOUNCIL.ORG

WWW.FAO.ORG
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