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1 INTRODUCTION
Small island developing States (SIDS) are among the most water-scarce countries in the world, with seven 
in ten SIDS facing risks of water shortage, including nine in ten low-lying SIDS (UNESCO, UNEP, 2016). 
Water being an element of life, its scarcity undermines fundamental priorities, such as the human right to 
clean water and sanitation and the conservation of habitat and biodiversity.

By extension, water scarcity constrains economic development in SIDS. A limited availability of freshwater 
impacts, for example, the feasibility of developing water-intensive industries that might otherwise be 
suited to SIDS’ contexts, such as fish processing, beverages, textiles, or smelting and refining metals. 
From a different angle, water scarcity impacts the feasibility of more productive production models, in 
particular irrigated agriculture. Scarcity also imposes zero-sum compromises in the allocation of water 
between the production of, on one hand, essentials such as food and energy and, on the other hand, 
commercial goods and services.

In SIDS where water scarcity precludes investments in higher-value industries, or in other productive 
capacities, such as infrastructure, human capital or institutions, it constrains the structural transformation 
of the national economy, limiting long-term development and growth prospects.

Climate change is steadily exacerbating the strategic risk posed by water scarcity. SIDS are highly 
exposed to climate changes such as sea level rise, changing rainfall patterns and more frequent and 
severe weather events, all of which threaten to reduce the availability of freshwater resources (Nurse, 
et al., 2014; Oppenheimer, et al., 2019).

Box 1 – Water security and scarcity

UN-Water defines water security as follows. An infographic of the concept is included in Annex 1.
“The capacity of a population to safeguard sustainable access to adequate quantities of 
acceptable quality water for sustaining livelihoods, human well-being, and socio-econom-
ic development, for ensuring protection against water-borne pollution and water-related 
disasters, and for preserving ecosystems in a climate of peace and political stability.” 

Meanwhile, “water scarcity” is a general term that covers a spectrum of worsening states of water 
availability, measured in terms of water supplies per capita. Areas where water supplies fall below 
1,700 cubic metres (m3) per person are under “water stress”; those below 1,000 m3 per person are 
“water scarce” and those with less than 500 m3 of water per person face “absolute scarcity”.

Despite the strategic threat posed by mounting scarcity, water security is only sporadically treated in 
SIDS’ economic development plans. By contrast, many of their plans are tempered with policies to 
build resilience and mitigate other major risks to their sustainable development, such as climate change 
adaptation, disaster risk reduction and ensuring food security.

A handful of SIDS’ economic plans include measures to ensure access to clean water and sanitation, a 
human right embodied in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6.11 While access is fundamental, it is only 
one component of a broader approach to ensuring water security.

Water security considerations in economic planning include governance questions, such as: how to align 
economic development and water security objectives; and what priority economic uses have, relative to 
other uses, in the allocation of scarce water resources. At the strategic level, a water-secure approach 

11 Member States recognized the importance of sustainable water management in the 2014 SIDS Accelerated Modalities of Action 
(SAMOA) Pathway, under “water and sanitation”, committing to assist SIDS in building capacity, constructing infrastructure and 
improving water management practices. See: Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 14 November 2014, 69/15: 
Small Island Developing States Accelerated Modalities of Action (Samoa Pathway). Paragraphs 64-65. Available at: https://
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sids2014/samoapathway. Retrieved 5 November 2020.
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