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Increased attention to water is key to adaptation
In the context of rising climate uncertainties, there is an urgent need for greater convergence between water 
and climate change policies. To improve adaptation outcomes, a reorientation towards justice and rights-based 
frameworks is required.

Shilpi Srivastava, Lyla Mehta and Lars Otto Naess

There is growing awareness that water is 
central to climate change adaptation. 
Water is a top adaptation priority 

in 79% of the Nationally Determined 
Contributions1. However, there are several 
challenges in translating these commitments 
to substantive benefits on the ground, 
in particular for poor and marginalized 
populations. According to the recent World 
Health Organization and United Nations 
Children’s Fund report2, more than 2 billion 
people still lack access to safe drinking 
water, with huge disparities across and 
within countries. Climate change will only 
intensify these challenges and disparities 
as the availability of water becomes more 
uncertain and irregular. Still, planned 
interventions are often narrowly framed 
around either too little water (scarcity) or 
too much water (floods) with ‘solutions’ 
that predominantly focus on top-down, 
capital-intensive infrastructure development 
or market-based solutions for optimizing 
water-use efficiency. These perspectives tend 
to overlook the multifaceted nature of water, 
which has biophysical, socio-political and 
cultural dimensions, and is highly variable 
across time and space.

The incidence and severity of extreme 
weather events are likely to increase in the 
future, leading to increased variability  
in the hydrological cycle, impacting both  
the quantity and quality of water3. These 
impacts will not fall equally on all societies, 
with the poor and vulnerable sections 
bearing the brunt of these changes in the 
form of poor availability (in quantity and 
quality) and access, food and nutrition 
insecurity, as well as displacement, 
degradation and loss of habitats, with 
knock-on effects on other social outcomes. 
Competing policies, interests, and political 
and economic actors tend to determine 
who gets water, when and where, and 
thus affect water distribution in all its 
dimensions (availability, access, quality 
and stability of supply)4. Access to water 
is often determined by social norms as 
well as formal and informal institutional 
practices that can create conflicting and 
ambiguous rules with little regulation and 

accountability, which are detrimental to the 
poor5. Against this context of rising climate 
uncertainties that intersect with existing 
social and political inequalities, there is 
an urgent need to reconfigure policy and 
decision-making processes to respond to 
uncertainty and orientate them towards 
justice and rights-based frameworks to 
improve adaptation outcomes and avoid 
maladaptation. In doing so, diverse values of 
water need to be respected and nurtured.

Water as the pivot of adaptation
“What energy is to mitigation, water is to 
adaptation”6. However, the role of water 
in climate change adaptation is complex 
and nonlinear, because water is both an 
enabler for adaptation and a source for 
severe disruption if ignored7. While it is 
indisputable that water should receive 
attention in adaptation policy and funding, 
there is also a need to ensure that these 
programmes do not increase vulnerability to 
climate change. For example, in the Indian 
Sundarbans, embankments and engineered 
flood control have been implemented 
without recognizing the effect on the poor 
and marginalized populations, their ability 
to maintain structures, and, importantly, 
the way they may redistribute vulnerability 
to other locations in the same area8,9, thus 
leading to ‘cascading’ maladaptations. Such 
maladaptive outcomes are often typically 
seen as ‘unintended’10 or negative effects, 
but the causes for these are ultimately 
long-standing structural inequalities. 
Failing to recognize these root causes of 
vulnerability may mean that adaptation 
interventions reinforce or worsen current 
vulnerabilities. Furthermore, interventions 
framed as emergency hazard control 
can also override concerns of local or 
Indigenous peoples and exacerbate processes 
of marginalization11,12.

These challenges reinforce the need  
to reframe adaptation away from technical 
fixes or solutions to a set of given climate 
futures, and towards an approach that 
recognizes the complexity of contexts and 
the need for measures that strengthen 
people’s capacity to manage and respond to 

uncertainty in an equitable way. Equity here 
means not only increasing funding flows  
to the global south, given recent climate 
justice discussions, but also ensuring that  
the funding addresses the causes of 
inequalities rather than the symptoms. 
For meaningful adaptation to occur, the 
contested nature of water and some of  
the historical legacies of the water sector 
need to be properly considered.

Technical solutions versus justice
Since the landmark Dublin declaration13  
that instituted the principle of water as  
an economic good, financial values  
of water have tended to prevail over  
values embedded in culture and society. 
Through water reforms, ideas such as 
privatization, full cost recovery and  
tradable water rights have been embraced  
in the name of facilitating ‘efficient’ uses  
of water. However, various studies have 
shown how the outcomes have been  
far from equitable, often hurting the poor  
as well as ecosystems14. The ‘messy’ nature  
of water rights is a good case in point5,15.  
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Fig. 1 | Unlocking the enabling potential of 
water for adaptation. The four peripheral circles 
represent the key principles for ensuring greater 
convergence between water and climate change 
policy and adaptation.
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Water reform processes such as integrated 
water resources management have often 
tended to formalize water rights, ignoring 
historical legacies and past injustices  
tied to land ownership and not recognizing 
those whose rights are enshrined in 
customary arrangements (such as poor 
women and pastoralists), as well as 
marginalizing the interests of people 
who have no or limited access to land15. 
In addition, the binary division between 
water for life and water for production has 
created silos in policies and programmes 
that ignore how communities often invest 
in cost-effective multiple-use water services. 
For example, in Kenya and Senegal, water 
earmarked for domestic purposes is often 
used for brickmaking or home gardens, 
contributing to livelihood and food 
security16. Therefore, interventions and 
approaches that engender multiple-use 
water services and recognize multiple users 
can help in both poverty reduction and 
livelihood diversification in a context of 
increasing climate uncertainties4,8.

governance under uncertainty
Given the complex and nonlinear effects 
of climate change across sectors and 
socio-political systems, deploying a 
singular or sectoral lens to adaptation is 
inappropriate7. This issue has of course 
been recognized in the water sector, which 
has seen various avatars of cross-sectoral 
cooperation and collaboration, starting from 
integrated water resources management  
to the most recent in the form of the  
water–energy–food nexus17. However, 
integration is often conceptualized in 
top-down ways in terms of resource 
efficiency rather than in the language  
of rights and entitlements4, often 
overlooking the cultural politics of  
resources and their embeddedness in 
everyday contexts (as discussed above). 
Water–energy–food are highly integrated 
within the lived experiences of local people, 
through their everyday practices around 
cooking, washing, home gardening and 
managing livestock; activities that remain 

invisible to top-down interventions and 
policies4. It is important that adaptation 
initiatives build on these situated and 
integrated perspectives. Singular responses 
targeting one sector, be it water or food, 
will have limited benefits, and could at 
worst increase vulnerabilities. Siloed 
thinking needs to give way to agile and 
adaptive systems that are attuned to these 
local realities and build on the diversity of 
experiences and knowledges. These systems 
can ultimately help promote adaptation that 
is both socially just and responsive to the 
socio-ecological diversity of contexts8. For 
this, both climate and water communities 
need to recognize these overlaps and  
work together in delivering robust  
responses under conditions of climatic 
uncertainty (Fig. 1).

Ways forward
Inequality and marginalization in the water 
sector are both multilayered and complex, 
and are experienced differently by social 
actors across gender, caste, sexuality, 
class, race and location. Similarly, climatic 
uncertainties are also not uniformly 
experienced8. In this context, reactive, 
singular and top-down solutions can 
exacerbate the vulnerabilities of the poor, 
leading to maladaptation or intensifying 
loss and damage where communities are 
past the point of adaptation. Thus, it is 
important to reorient policy frameworks to 
unlock the enabling potential of water in 
responding to climate change and improving 
adaptation outcomes. But while doing so, 
we must recognize and respect multiple 
values and bottom-up perspectives around 
water use and climate uncertainties. Silos 
tend to exist more at the policy level rather 
than in the everyday lives and livelihoods of 
local communities, and should be bridged. 
Greater convergence between water and 
climate change policy and adaptation 
programmes is urgently required so that 
locally appropriate cross-learnings with 
diverse knowledges, values and uses  
of water can lead to just and equitable 
adaptation outcomes. ❐
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