
Water has a central role in building 
sustainable and resilient cities

New urban water management 
approaches increase the value of water 
in cities, and create water systems 
that can cope with extremes – floods, 
droughts, heatwaves, pollution.

Many cities are adopting integrated urban water management 
approaches to achieve their visions of more resilient and 
sustainable cities. These approaches manage the different:

• types of water
• infrastructure systems
• institutional and community interests

as one connected system that delivers multiple benefits.
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Water sits at the heart of these SDGs:

• SDG 6 commits countries to ‘ensure 
access to water and sanitation for all’. 

• SDG 11 commits to ‘making cities and 
human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable’, and this 
depends on access to water and 
sanitation.

But the importance of water and sanitation 
reaches beyond these two goals. Water is an 
‘enabler’ that drives progress in other SDGs. It is 
also an ‘integrator’ that connects development 
activity across society, the environment and the 
economy. 

An integrated approach can also help deliver 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals

approaches deliver multiple benefits
Integrated urban water management

These benefits include ecological, mental and physical health 
benefits that come from making cities, greener and less polluted, 
and improving everyone’s access to clean drinking water, reliable 
sanitation and protection from flooding. Other benefits come from 
harnessing resources from the urban water cycle – water, energy 
and nutrients.



Urban WaterGuide – 
putting integrated urban 
water management into 
action 
The Urban WaterGuide provides practical guidance 
for city planners, water managers and community 
leaders wanting to introduce integrated urban water 
management. 

The Guide shows how to address urgent water 
challenges in a way that also delivers the SDGs and 
enhances resilience and sustainability by:

• Reducing reliance on rainfall fed water 
supplies and large-scale infrastructure

• Incorporating nature-based solutions to 
improve liveability and sustainability outcomes 

• Delivering equal access to basic services and 
being inclusive in planning and governance.

The Guide considers inclusion through a lens of gender 
equality, disability, Indigenous and social inclusion 
(GEDSI). Inclusion is a process of ensuring everyone is 
able to participate. It is also an outcome that is achieved 
when everyone can have their needs and rights met.

The Urban WaterGuide 
comprises 5 steps

Set a city vision and articulate 
water’s role in this vision 1

Develop a total water strategy 
to solve complex challenges2

Co-design project-level 
solutions that perform multiple 
functions

3

Build support to deliver and 
evolve integrated solutions4

Establish an enabling 
environment 5



Step 2 - A strategy to 
solve complex challenges 
Having a strategy to coordinate the different aspects 
of urban water management, and to integrate water 
management with urban planning, can address complex 
urban water challenges.

• Water cycle strategy - Frame water supply, 
sanitation, drainage and waterway management 
through the unifying lenses of sustainability, 
resilience and liveability.

• Urban strategy - Work with urban planners to 
jointly shape the built and natural aspects of the 
water cycle.

• Leapfrogging as a strategy – Cities in 
developing countries can implement the latest 
technologies, skipping outdated approaches.

Step 1 - A vision for the 
city, and water’s central 
role 
Central to urban water management is having a vision for 
the city’s future and defining water’s role in achieving this 
vision.

• Define the boundary – This clarifies the project 
scope and identifies which stakeholders to 
involve.

• Gather stakeholders – Collaboration across 
sectors and communities ensures different 
points of view are considered.

• Understand your context – Understanding the 
current situation leads to a clearer definition of 
the problem.

• Build a shared vision – A shared future vision 
for the city fosters commitment among 
stakeholders.



Integrated water management solutions are 
multi-functional, enable action at different 
scales, and create value beyond the core 
services. 

• Design for multiple 
functions and multiple 
benefits –  
At the local scale, look 
for ways to provide 
additional benefits 
through infrastructure 
design. At the city-
wide scale, look at 
interactions between 
water and other 
sectors.

• Co-design solutions –  
Combine ideas from 
stakeholders, including 
local community and 
experts.

• Connect centralised 
and decentralised 
solutions – Centralised 
infrastructure is 
an efficient way to 
deliver core services. 
Decentralised 
solutions can be 
implemented as 
needed to build large 
systems over time. 

• Evaluate for value, 
not just least cost – 
Identify a wide range of 
possible options and 
quantify the full range 
of costs and benefits 
to the community.

multiple functions
that perform
Step 3 - Solutions



realises the benefits
Step 4 - Delivery that
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Continuing the theme of integration through to delivery 
helps to realise benefits, manage risk and deliberately 
scale up innovation.

• Convert planning solutions into actions 
and an implementation plan that gives 
stakeholders a line of sight between their role 
and the vision.

• Foster community support to provide a 
mandate for new solutions.

• Agree who’s paying for it by considering 
costs, timing and how to secure finance.

• Build delivery partnerships that bring 
innovation, efficiency and the specialised 
skills.

• Accelerate innovation by shifting existing 
cultures and practices towards new water 
management approaches.

Start building 
sustainable and 

resilient cities 
today

Contact us today 
to discuss suitable 
applications of the 
five steps to meet 
your needs. 

waterpartnership.org.au/publications/

Step 5 - An enabling 
environment that 
supports integrated 
solutions 
New solutions require the support of community and 
political decision makers. This involves:

• Thinking politically to understand the rules of 
the political game and the status of the political 
landscape

• Working politically to build networks and 
influence

• Building influencing skills to help shape political 
decision-making processes. 


