
Water is our planet’s most precious resource, but it is threatened by 
growth, misuse, and pollution. So much so that in the Asia and 

Pacific region, many are in a water crisis. Large parts of the region are 
under water stress—water stress precedes water scarcity.

Annual per capita water endowments have been declining at alarming 
rates, with some parts of the region already below 1,000 cubic meters 
per capita per year. The gap between demand and supply is widening. 
At an aggregate level, it is forecast to get steadily worse, indicating 
increasing water shortages. The 2030 Water Resources Group1 has 
estimated the gap to be at 40% by 2030. This gap will lead to increased 

competition between water users—farmers, 
energy producers, households, and 
businesses—urging a shift in water use and 
water governance. Climate change will worsen 
the demand–supply position.  

Meanwhile, as the 2015 deadline for 
achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) fast approaches, countries 
clamor to reach the water target. Progress 
on drinking water in Asia has generally been on track, although issues 
of intermittent service, low pressure, and questionable water quality still 
need attention. Sanitation progress is offtrack, with almost 1.7 billion 
people in Asia still lacking access to improved sanitation. In large parts 
of the region, the volume of untreated wastewater that leaches into 
accessible fresh ground- or surface water is more than 80%. Public 
health consequences are significantly affecting lives, livelihoods, 
and productivity. 

Unregulated extraction of groundwater has accelerated saline intrusion, 
affecting estuarine and coastal areas where the most vulnerable in the 
community live.

1          2030 Water Resources Group. 2009. Charting Our Water Future.

These primary factors provide the background for the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) to rethink its operational strategy and plans for 
the next decade. 

Priorities under ADB’s Water Operational Plan are 
• Increased efficiencies in water use across the range of users
• Expanded wastewater management and reuse, including sanitation
• Embedded integrated water resources management (IWRM), 

including improved risk management to mitigate floods, droughts, 
and other water-related disasters

• Expanded knowledge and capacity development that uses 
technology and innovation more directly

• Enhanced partnerships with the private sector

Managing demand needs to be given 
more emphasis rather than expanding 
supply. This means prioritizing reducing 
inefficiencies in water use in agriculture, 
the biggest user of freshwater—and in urban supply, which suffers from 
high nonrevenue water due to substantial leakage, theft, and inadequate 
billing and collection practices.

Investments in sanitation and 
wastewater management will have to 
be expanded significantly, along with 
major cleanups of polluted surface 
water and groundwater.

Energy is a major user of water, but it also 
constitutes a major cost for food producers 
operating irrigation systems, as well as for 
municipal water service providers. The link 
of water to food and energy needs to be tightened in the context of more 
embedded IWRM and the overall governance reengineering.
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The water–food–energy 
nexus calls for better 
governance and more 
embedded IWRM.
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Water stress and 
water scarcity are 
the urgent drivers 
for more focused 
intervention 
strategies.

Sanitation progress is 
not on track, and the 
2015 MDG target will 
be missed. Polluted 
waterways are common.

Give priority to water 
demand management 
and reduce inef� ciencies 
in water use.

Sanitation, wastewater, 
and river cleanup 
investment should 
increase to 25% of ADB’s 
total water lending.

Sanitation, wastewater,
and river cleanup
investment should
increase to 25% of ADB’s
total water lending.



The Water Operational Plan has three core elements:
• Deepening and expanding analytical work to improve the 

informational basis for sound and timely decision making. Priorities 
include preparation of a new breed of country water assessments 
and undertaking a study on “The Future of Water in Asia”;

• Advancing inclusive policy reforms that facilitate greater efficiency 
in water use, expanded sanitation coverage and wastewater 
treatment and reuse, and tightened link of water to food and energy;

• Strengthening support to priority programs and projects 
and sustaining annual public investment levels at $2 billion–
$2.5 billion annually during the period 2011–2020 or a total of 
$20 billion–$25 billion by the end of 2020 plus attracting much 
more private sector investment and expertise to accelerate results.

Project design from 2011 onwards will reflect the changed priorities in a 
number of ways, such as

• Urban water supply projects will seek reductions in nonrevenue 
water and will give preference to water providers that are 
autonomous (and accountable), or corporatized, or in the process 
of being corporatized, or prepared to apply business principles in 
their operation. Experience reveals that business-oriented water 
utility management achieves substantive service improvements 
and expansion;

• Irrigation water projects will focus on boosting efficiency, capturing 
more “crop per drop”;

• All IWRM projects will address disaster management and the 
water–food–energy nexus;

• Capacity development programs will seek to achieve sustainable 
continuing professional development for targeted government 
agencies in developing member countries;

• There will be more wastewater and sanitation projects, including 
river cleanups that maximize use of technology advancements; and

• More private sector involvement 
not only in providing investment but 
also in using their managerial and 
technological expertise.

By reshaping its project designs, ADB expects 
• accelerated policy and institutional reforms;
• increased efficiency in water use;
• increased coverage and improved service levels 

for water supply and sanitation, and irrigation 
and drainage; and

• accelerated and expanded implementation of IWRM. 

The ultimate impact will be water resources managed sustainably and 
water services delivered efficiently.  

Simply put, ADB plans to take the stress out of water.

For further information, please contact:
Amy Leung, Chair, Water Committee (aleung@adb.org)
Gil-Hong Kim, Cochair, Water Committee (ghkim@adb.org )
Michael Barrow, Cochair, Water Committee (mpbarrow@adb.org)

Public–private 
partnership is a viable 
option to achieve greater 
ef� ciency and better 
service coverage. 
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