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Water. It’s essential to life on Earth, yet we 
treat it so carelessly – a problem that will 
only grow, particularly in the developing 
world, as we face the challenges of pollution, 
climate change, population increase and 
industrialisation. 
 
Yet with its increased focus on sustainability 
and impact, there is an opportunity for the 
investment industry to assist in improving 
the supply of clean and plentiful water to the 
billions who lack it at present.
 

There can be no doubting the urgency  
of the task. The goal of clean water and 
sanitation is not only enshrined in the  
United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), but is also crucial to many  
of the other SDGs, such as good health  
and wellbeing, quality education, and 
responsible consumption and production. 

How private investment  
can help clean up the world’s 
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Water scarcity 
affects more than 
40% of the global 
population,  
a figure expected 
to rise as supply is 
overextended by 
population growth, 
urbanisation and 
industrialisation, 
compounded  
by increasing 
demand for food 
and energy.

The UN notes that although 70% of our planet is 
covered by water, only 3% is fresh water crucial to 
survival. This means:

 Billions – mostly in rural areas – still lack  
 the clean drinking water and sanitation  
	 critical	to	fighting	disease 

 One in three people have no access to  
	 safe	drinking	water,	with	two	out	of	five		
 lacking basic hand-washing facilities 

 More than 80% of waste water from human  
 activities is discharged into rivers or the  
 sea without treatment, causing disease  
 and further degrading water quality.

Water scarcity affects more than 40% of the  
global population, a figure expected to rise as 
supply is overextended by population growth, 
urbanisation and industrialisation, compounded 
by increasing demand for food and energy. 
The problem will be worse among emerging 
economies.

These dynamics will be exacerbated by climate 
change and extreme weather events: Unesco 
estimates that for each degree of temperature  
rise, 7% of the world’s population could experience  
a 20% drop in water resources. Water stress  
could displace 700 million people by 2030.

The UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development committed nations to monitor 
progress towards the clean water goal and its 
associated targets. As Chart 1 shows, few have 
achieved this to date, although some are on track 
or showing improvements.

Private sector can bridge the water 
investment gap 
But beyond the human and planetary costs, there  
are financial costs associated with lack of access 
to clean water and sanitation, such as loss of 
productivity through ill health or the cost of 
responding to extreme weather. Left unchecked,  
this risks undermining economic growth and  
socio-political stability.

We believe investing in water is critical. But it 
also presents an opportunity. The Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network estimates  
that US$735bn must be invested by 2030 to  
meet the UN goal for water and sanitation.  
In some countries, the UN puts the funding gap  
at approximately 60%. 

This is where the private sector must play a greater 
role in bridging the gap, with innovative solutions 
such as Environmental, Social and Governance 
(ESG)-labelled debt issuances such as green or 
blue bonds, from corporate as well as sovereign 
issuers. 
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Global status snapshot of progress against UN SDG Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation 

Chart 1 shows rating

Source: Sustainable Development Report 2021 (sdgindex.org), June 2021

Chart 2 shows trends

 SDG achieved 
 Challenges remain 
	 Significant	challenges	remain 
 Major challenges remain 
 Information unavailable

 On track or maintaining  
 SDG achievement 

 Moderately improving 
 Stagnating 
 Decreasing 
 Trend information unavailable
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Participating in 
ESG-labelled debt 
issuance (whether 
project or target-
based) presents 
a great way for 
investors to have 
a positive impact 
by clearly directing 
funding to specific 
priorities.

Why water presents an investment 
opportunity  
Water and sanitation challenges could present 
investors with multiple entry points:

 Treatment to promote reuse by maintaining  
 water quality

 More	efficient	management	of	water	use		
 through smart technology, data, precision  
 agriculture and irrigation 

 Upgrading ageing water infrastructure to  
 maintain supply.

Mapping these areas to investment value  
chains enables the identification of potential 
industries and sectors, and companies offering 
relevant products and services. Not only will  
such companies have real world impacts, but  
we believe they are likely to gain a competitive 
advantage in what will be growing markets.

Some solutions will be technology focused.  
But the future is likely to bring more nature- 
based solutions that use or mimic natural 
processes.  
 
 

These include:

 Soil moisture retention to improve water  
 availability

 Natural and constructed wetlands to   
 improve water quality

 Restoring	floodplains	to	reduce	the	risk	 
 of water-related disasters and climate   
 change.

Participating in ESG-labelled debt issuance 
(whether project or target-based) presents  
a great way for investors to have a positive  
impact by clearly directing funding to specific 
priorities. As well as green bonds we are seeing  
the emergence of “blue” bonds used to address  
ocean sustainability. We expect this market to 
grow, given the focus on delivering the SDGs  
and the need for nature-based solutions. 

We also expect growth in outcomes-based 
sustainability linked bonds (SLBs), from companies 
and sovereign issuers to help investors support 
explicit objectives and targets for promoting 
sustainable water use and healthy oceans.  
For further information, please contact  
esg@bluebay.com

http://esg@bluebay.com
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