
ONEWORLD’S APPROACH TO WATER GOVERNANCE

Water governance is integral to OneWorld’s work and thought leadership. Our 
knowledge and practice on this theme are central to the development context 
and have been built on national, sub-national and transboundary experience and 
analysis. Our continuous and iterative learning of the socio-economic, biophysical 
and political contexts of complex water systems, has aided our development of 
highly relevant and progressive water governance and management solutions that 
are, at the same time, practicable. 

ONEWORLD SUSTAINABLE INVESTMENTS

– a fully African-owned and -operated sustainable development consultancy, was established in South Africa in 2001. We focus on evidence-
led adaptive development and resilience building, in the context of a changing climate and resource constraints. Facilitating and capacitating 

cooperative governance, while integrating the central strands of development and stakeholder partnerships, are central to our approach. 
OneWorld has cultivated strong relationships with the public and private sectors to build resilience and to accelerate the pace of change. 

With our focus on the science-policy-finance interface, OneWorld has developed skills and experience in translating the overwhelming 
evidence base of climate change and impact into realistic policy and institutional arrangements across four areas of expertise:  

Water Governance  Climate-Smart Finance  Climate & Development Futures  Inclusive Green Growth.
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OneWorld’s work in water governance spans the 
following areas:
■  Institutional development to advance water 

governance and strengthen regulatory environments 
and institutional arrangements

■ Co-development of targeted, multi-scale and evidence-
based water resource management strategies and 
policies through participatory analysis and stakeholder 
engagement

■ Analyses of the future of climate and development 
in water systems as a tool for investments and policy 
decision making processes

■ Political economy analysis of hydro-political systems
■ Assessment of spatial climate risk and vulnerability 

related to biophysical, socio-economic, political and 
infrastructural systems

■ Analysis and development of feasible mechanisms 
and partnerships for financing cross-sectoral and 
transboundary water initiatives, including climate 
finance and blended finance solutions.

 MANAGING WATER RESOURCES  
IN A CHANGING CLIMATE

Extending across geographies, political boundaries and 
biophysical environments, most African river basins and 
systems are highly complex and challenging to govern 
and manage. Likewise, national and sub national systems 
face significant challenges related to access to safe water 
and the distribution of water for productive use. Climate 
change impacts, combined with constantly changing 
development contexts, act as threat multipliers in these 
vulnerable systems.

These challenges necessitate strategic governance and 
progressive institutional responses to improve water 
resource management. Transboundary watercourse 

agreements continue to be instrumental in advancing 
water governance across the continent, while also 
improving international cooperation and regional 
integration. Although sovereign interests still prevail, 
transboundary agreements and associated institutional 
arrangements in Africa are growing in recognition and 
stature. Traditionally, this has been through their role 
of disseminating critical information and knowledge 
that facilitates decision-making and investments. An 
emerging trend is seeing these institutional arrangements 
increasingly being oriented toward a more fundamental 
developmental role – accompanied by a shift toward 
treating river basins as developmental systems rather 
than just as watercourses.  

OneWorld’s projects facilitate this trend, while 
strengthening the role of water governance in Africa’s 
development journey. Our support to the Okavango 
River Basin Commission (OKACOM) in reviewing the 
OKACOM Agreement and its institutional arrangements 
asked the question: “Is the OKCAOM Agreement fit for 
purpose given OKACOM’s current and future scope of 
work?”, which resulted in a ministerial decision to review 
and revise the Agreement. 

This and programmes and projects such as the Regional 
Climate Change Programme in SADC, the Water and 
Climate Resilience project in the Limpopo River Basin 
and the Equivalence Assessment of National Water Laws 
in the Zambezi River Basin continue to hone the insights 
needed to enable transformation of the governance 
agenda in water and development in Africa. In addition to 
climate change, other contemporary water management 
issues that OneWorld specialises in include but are 
not limited to benefit and cost sharing, institutional 
governance arrangements, cooperative transboundary 
environmental management and policy development. 



CENTRALISED SYSTEMS CREATE MASS DEPENDENCY  
AND CONCENTRATE RISKS

DECENTRALISED 
SYSTEMS DISTRIBUTE 

RISK & PROVIDE 
BACKUP WATER 

SUPPLIES

Rainwater Harvesting

Spring  
Management

Managed Aquifer Recharge

Community Storage

Well Points

Greywater Recycling

Small scale, decentralised solutions for  
water resource management offer many 

advantages for building resilience.

Nationally-owned water infrastructure is increasingly  
vulnerable to climate change & natural disasters.

FROM REGIONAL TO LOCAL SCALE

OneWorld specialises in assessing, collating and 
presenting both scientific and indigenous knowledge 
forms to provide targeted water governance and 
management solutions from regional to local scale. 
Solutions are predicated by an adaptive management 

approach, which is underpinned by stakeholder 
engagement processes. A nuanced and multi-scalar 
approach to solving complex water-related challenges 
is key to improving water security going forward. 
Importantly, the role of decentralised water resource 
management approaches to improving climate resilience 
is becoming more apparent around the world. 

DECENTRALISED WATER RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
SOLUTIONS BUILD CLIMATE RESILIENCE
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KEY INSIGHTS INTO AFRICAN  
WATER GOVERNANCE

■ Improving cooperative governance and developing 
institutional capacity is a critical success factor. 
Not only is this crucial for investment planning and 
effective resource mobilisation, it is essential to 
promote regional integration and mitigate conflict. 

■  Water system regulatory frameworks across 
Africa require review, and possible updating 
against different climate and development 
futures. Most river basin agreements and regulatory 
frameworks predate the climate change discourse and 
developments in international water law development, 
while socio-economic contexts are also changing.  

■ Integrated development planning is a priority 
for enabling critical investments and building 
resilience in water resource development in Africa. 
Cross sectoral development planning, that also takes 
account of climate change impacts, helps national 
governments set their socio-economic investment 
agendas as well as to highlight the centrality of water 
resources to progressing this agenda.

■ The climate-energy-water-food nexus is central 
to advancing water governance in Africa. Climate 
change is a water governance threat multiplier and 
provides the framework to promote integrated and 
sustainable development practices.


