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•	To	raise	awareness	of	Asia’s	water	challenges	
and	the	urgent	need	to	address	them,	ADB	has	
developed	the	Water	Voices	documentary	series,	
a	set	of	stories	showcasing	how	people	and	
communities	solve	their	water	problems.

•	The	documentaries	highlight	multiple	perspectives,	
with	protagonists	explaining	their	role/s	in	solving	
water	problems.	Their	geographic,	sociocultural,	
and	political	circumstances	shape	the	solutions	
featured.	

•	The	documentaries	have	enjoyed	positive	feedback	
and	wide	appeal.	A	2005	survey	revealed	that	
viewers	find	them	relevant,	useful	in	training	
or	meetings,	and	worth	recommending	to	other	
colleagues.

Setting
Addressing water issues can dramatically reduce 
poverty in the Asia and Pacific region and help reach 
the Millennium Development Goals. For example, 
delivery of clean water supply and better sanitation 
services improves health, frees time for education 
and other income-generating activities, reduces 
gender inequalities, and protects the environment 
from degradation. Improving irrigation increases crop 
production, food security, and income levels. And 
protecting and managing water resources help protect 
against floods, balance ecosystems, and safeguard 
fishing livelihoods. 

Unfortunately, growing populations, rapid 
urbanization, and competing demand for water for 
agriculture, energy, industrial, and domestic use have 
left water conditions in many countries in a critical 
state.

In 2001, ADB approved its Water for All policy to 
promote water as a socially vital economic good 
that needs increasingly careful management. One 
imperative of the policy was to raise awareness on 
water challenges and the urgent need to address them.

In 2003, as part of a bank-wide water awareness 
program, ADB launched the Water Voices documentary 
series, a set of seven compelling documentaries about 
people finding local solutions to important water-
related problems in Asia and the Pacific.

Approach
Conceptualization. The Water Voices documentary 
series was designed to change mindsets and behavior 
of people and communities, not just to create support 
for policy reform, but also to arm them with the 
knowledge and inspiration to take action to solve their 
water problems. It was intended for both broadcast and 
educational distribution, targeting the general public.

The original plan was to produce six 10-minute high-
quality mini-documentaries for presentation at the 3rd 
World Water Forum in March 2003. Each documentary 
was to focus on themes supported by ADB in the 
forum, i.e., water and poverty, water in cities, water 
in small island countries, shared water resources, etc. 
Between finding the right stories to contracting the 
right filmmakers to the actual shooting and editing 
of videos, the plan evolved into delivering seven 
22-minute films covering a wider range of topics. 

Production. ADB conducted exhaustive research to 
find the right subjects for the documentaries. The result 
was a mix of stories from eight countries, covering 
such diverse topics as water connection and supply, 
land tenure, coral reefs preservation, and stakeholder 
participation.

Each story was told from multiple perspectives, with 
the lead characters—the community, the water utility 
head, the worker from a nongovernment organization 
(NGO), the landowner, the slum organizer, etc.—
voicing their thoughts, explaining their actions, and 
highlighting their roles in solving their water issues. 
The solutions showcased in the documentaries evolved 
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Residents of Barangay Sum-ag in Bacolod City, Philippines react during the audi-
ence testing of “Tinagong Paraiso (Hidden Paradise)”, one of the seven films in the 
Water Voices documentary series.



from the particular geographic, sociocultural, and 
political circumstances of the protagonists.

Before launching the series, ADB conducted another 
study to test the documentaries’ impact on specific 
audiences, i.e., policy makers, NGOs, heads of local 
governments, and poor communities. The audiences 
found the films to have interesting storylines with 
strong water messages, effective in opening their eyes 
to the potential of each person or community to solve 
water problems.

The production process had its difficulties, from 
organizing logistics to time-consuming debates over 
the creative approach and understanding of the issues. 
In the end, though, those difficulties made for better 
films.

Distribution.	Of the seven originally planned, only 
three were prepared in time for the 3rd World Water 
Forum. All three received positive feedback.

The rest of the documentaries were launched in mid-
2003. ADB signed broadcast agreements with 16 
television networks, including the Asian Broadcasting 
Union, Televisión Española, and BBC World. The first 
to be broadcasted was “Waibulabula: Living Waters”, 
which was shown on the BBC World program “Earth 
Report” in August 2003. These broadcasts generated a 
steady demand for Water Voices DVDs.

To extend their reach, the films were translated into 
various languages including Cantonese, Filipino, 
Gujarati, Korean, Mandarin, Mongolian, and Tetum.

In 2007, the documentaries were uploaded to various 
video-sharing websites, such as YouTube, and were 
featured at ADB’s Water for All website, thus gaining a 
broader internet-based audience. ADB’s Water for All 
channel at YouTube has now reached 9,588 channel 
views and 92,267 upload views. The films are also 
hosted by TheWaterChannel, an open-source online 
library of water-related videos launched at the 5th 
World Water Forum in Istanbul in 2009.

Outreach
In late 2005, ADB conducted a survey to gauge the 
effectiveness of its water awareness tools, i.e., website, 
documentaries, publications, media workshops, 
etc. Some 900 stakeholders (policy makers, media 
personnel, public and private sector employees, 
researchers, etc.) participated. Results for the 

documentaries were positive—80% of respondents 
found them to be relevant; the documentaries are most 
frequently used as training material or as reference 
materials for meetings with colleagues, and roughly 
76% have recommended the videos to colleagues. In 
fact, of the policy makers who have seen the films, 87% 
have recommended them to others.

The Water Voices documentary series have been 
screened at various venues, among them a Water 
exhibit at the American Museum of Natural History in 
2007, the Barcelona Asian Film Festival in 2008, and at 
a Water and Sanitation Film Night organized by Oxfam 
New Zealand in 2009.

ADB receives regular requests from educational 
institutions, government agencies, NGOs, and private 
individuals for DVD copies of the documentaries and/
or high-resolution versions to be used as teaching aids 
or training materials. The latter include the Huayu 
Primary School in Taipei,China, the Lee Kwan Yew 
School of Public Policy of the National University of 
Singapore; and the Shri Sadguru Dutta Dharmik Evam 
Parmarthik Trust, an NGO in India.

Today, the Water Voices documentary series is 
considered one of ADB’s most successful tools for 
raising water awareness not only in Asia and the 
Pacific, but in other regions as well. Its success has 
prompted ADB to produce more water documentaries. 
The films have also been made available online and, 
like those under the Water Voices documentary series, 
have become popular tools for raising water awareness.

The Asian Development Bank is dedicated to reducing 
poverty in the Asia and Pacific region.

www.adb.org/knowledgeshowcases
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Related	Links

The Knowledge Showcases highlight innovative 
ideas from ADB technical assistance and other 
knowledge products to promote further discussion 
and research.

The views expressed in this publication are those of 
the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views 
and policies of ADB or its Board of Governors or the 
governments they represent. 

• Water Voices Documentary Series
 » Breaking Barriers (Bangladesh)
 » The Connection (Cambodia)
 » Hidden Paradise (Philippines)

 » Upstream Downstream (Thailand)
 » Waibulabula: Living Waters (Fiji Island)
 » Walking for Water (India)

 » Water Tomorrow (Kiribati and Tonga)
• Water for All Youtube Channel
• TheWaterChannel

http://www.thewaterchannel.tv
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Breaking-Barriers.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Connection.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Hidden-Paradise.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Upstream-Downstream.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Waibulabula-Waters.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Walking-Water.asp
http://adbweb/Water/Knowledge-Center/DVDs/Water-Tomorrow.asp
www.youtube.com/adbwater
www.thewaterchannel.tv/

