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Policy Brief:
Water & Public Diplomacy
Water: A Global Issue
While our planet is indeed blue, 97.5 percent of the water is in our oceans
and, unless desalinated, cannot serve water-stressed locations. Fresh water
makes up the remaining 2.5 percent of Earth’s water supply, but much of
this is in glacier form. This leaves 1 percent of fresh water readily available
for human consumption.1 Water shortages, poor water quality, floods,
riparian water rights disputes, damming issues and drought can all lead to
instability and increased regional tensions.2 In some nations, such as those
in the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa, water is becoming a perilously
scarce resource.
In 2003, the United Nations passed resolution A/RES/58/217 declaring
2005 – 2015 the International Decade for Action: “Water for Life”. 3 This
resolution put water on the radar of policy makers and development
workers around the globe. Shortly after the Water for Life decade was
announced, U.S. Congress passed the Senator Paul Simon Water for the
Poor Act of 2005 (WPA), which requires “the Secretary of State, in
consultation with other U.S. government agencies, to develop and
implement a strategy to increase affordable and equitable access to safe
drinking water and sanitation within the context of sound resources
management in developing countries.”4 Although this measure was
enacted seven years ago, only recently has water been addressed as a
national security concern and an issue to be taken up by diplomats.
Many governments, most multilateral organizations and scores of
nongovernmental organizations are working in this field. Articles
addressing critical water issues appear regularly5 and numerous celebrities
support charities aiding water-stressed areas around the world.

Why Water Diplomacy?
The USC Center on Public Diplomacy (CPD) defines water diplomacy as
encompassing work conducted by a variety of international actors to aid
water-stressed areas, which in turn can improve relations with foreign
publics. Done correctly, these efforts can save lives and enhance influence.

SUMMARY
Water, essential to humankind’s
existence, is increasingly
unavailable because of pollution,
inadequate conservation programs
and mismanagement of water
resources. Water-related problems
are global in scope, and although
many international bodies actively
support initiatives to address water
issues, public diplomacy tools must
be harnessed to tackle this critical
topic if water-related foreign policy
objectives are to be met. This is
Water Diplomacy.
While there have been a number of
papers, reports and policy memos
written about global water
challenges and providing
recommendations to address this
critical issue, none have addressed
this topic through a public diplomacy
lens. The tools of public diplomacy
are important in addressing global
water issues and will enhance water
diplomacy.
This report addresses U.S. foreign
policies related to water,
development and diplomacy and
makes three public diplomacy
recommendations for these: 1)
make water diplomacy a priority for
the U.S. Department of State and
the U.S. Agency for International
Development; 2) fulfill the mandate
of the Senator Paul Simon Water for
the Poor Act of 2005; 3) establish an
internationally coordinated water
diplomacy working group.

In line with select Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review 2010 recommendations discussed below, the
main tools of public diplomacy that can be implemented by a variety of actors concerned with water issues are:
listening to each community and public;6 providing technical training in communities to which development
diplomacy is directed;7 and using public diplomacy to raise global awareness of water issues through advocacy
programs and international institutions.
In February 2012, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence of the United States released its key judgments
on water security and affirmed that U.S. policy interests and objectives will be put at risk because of growing water
challenges. The report stated that “[D]uring the next 10 years, many countries important to the United States will
experience water problems—they will risk instability and state failure, increase regional tensions, and distract them
from working with the United States on important U.S. policy objectives.”8 The report concluded that “irrespective
of other policies toward the United States, both developed and developing states will look for U.S. support of
international agreements, and institutions and national and subnational partners… Active engagement by the United
States to resolve water challenges will improve U.S. influence and may forestall other actors achieving the same
influence at U.S. expense”.9 Water must therefore be considered not just a tool for development but a key to
maintaining U.S. national interests and, as this policy brief outlines, public diplomacy must be an integral part of U.S.
water policy, development and diplomacy.

U.S. Policies on Water, Development and Public Diplomacy

“If public diplomacy is to
consist of service rather
than propaganda, water
diplomacy is the kind of
venture that can advance
the national interest while
also providing help to
people who desperately
need it.”
Philip Seib, Director,
USC Center on Public
Diplomacy

The United States has a commendable record in tackling water
issues. Since the establishment of the Senator Paul Simon Water
for the Poor Act of 2005, the U.S. has invested $3.4 billion in water
programs around the world.10 Numerous bureaus of the U.S.
government tackle issues pertaining to water including: collection,
management, analysis and application; water resources
management; technological developments for sustainability;
capacity building; private sector investment; institution building;
advocacy, awareness and education; and humanitarian
assistance.11 While the United States is in a strong position to
confront water challenges, more must be done to maintain this
leadership role.12
The U.S. Congress, U.S. Department of State and the U.S. Agency
for International Development have all addressed the issue of
water through legislation, reports and suggested priorities. The
subsections below briefly describe current legislation, frameworks
and policies related to water, development and public diplomacy.
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Water Challenges in the Developing World: A Framework for Action13
In 2009, USAID created a “Framework for Action” to address water challenges in the developing world. It states that
“the challenge facing countries and communities is how to best use their finite but renewable water resources….As
competing demands increase, the potential for tensions will heighten, placing current cooperative relationships at
risk and raising the possibility of conflicts over water rights, allocations and use. Avoiding conflicts over water is
vital.” 14
Mandates of the Senator Paul Simon Water for the Poor Act of 2005 & H.R. 365815
A 2010 Government Accountability Office report on water and sanitation
stated that the U.S. must do more to fulfill the WPA (Senator Paul Simon
Water for the Poor Act).16 Although several members of the House of
Representatives submitted an updated act in 2012 (H.R. 3658), the WPA’s
goal of making “access to safe water and sanitation for developing
countries a specific policy objective of United States foreign assistance
programs” 1718 has not been reached.
The Quadrennial Diplomacy& Development Review and State-USAID
Agency Priority Goals for 2012-13
The 2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review (QDDR) states
that, “[B]ecause today’s most pressing foreign policy challenges require
complex, multi-dimensional public engagement strategies to forge
important bilateral, regional, and global partnerships, public diplomacy has
become an essential element of effective diplomacy.”19 Despite this
affirmation of the centrality of public diplomacy to foreign policy, a close
look at the strategic priorities of the U.S. Department of State and USAID
as well as their joint budgets in 2011 indicates that public diplomacy has
instead been marginalized. Only 3 percent, or $1.43 billion, which is the
smallest portion of their joint budget, is dedicated to public diplomacy. 20
Although the 2011 summary of performance and financial information
concluded that 50 percent of the performance indicators exceeded targets
for this strategic goal and that 94 percent of the foreign participants in U.S.
public diplomacy programming reported “an increased or positive change
in understanding” the United States,21 the 2012-13 fiscal allocation for the
joint State-USAID budget was only slightly increased to $1.67 billion.22 In
addition, no steps have been outlined to fulfill Priority Goal Six, designed
to “[A]dvance U.S. interests and universal values through public diplomacy
and programs that connect the United States and Americans to the world”.23

“It’s not every day you
find an issue where
effective diplomacy and
development will allow
you to save millions of
lives, feed the hungry,
empower women,
advance our national
security interests, protect
the environment, and
demonstrate to billions of
people that the United
States cares, cares about
you and your welfare.
Water is that issue.”
Hillary Rodham Clinton,
U.S. Secretary of State,
World Water Day 2010
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The Case for Increased State-USAID Coordination on Public Diplomacy
Currently, public diplomacy and development are conducted separately by State and USAID and are viewed by many
practitioners as separate means with separate goals. However, it is important to note that State and USAID share a
joint mission: “to shape and sustain a peaceful, prosperous, just, and democratic world and foster conditions for
stability and progress for the benefit of the American people and people everywhere”.24
The USC Center on Public Diplomacy, through its academic research and practical experience, has found that
development and public diplomacy must be linked and aligned to strengthen the national interests of the United
States and build mutual engagement through service. The QDDR supports this by emphasizing “building
development diplomacy as a discipline within State”.25 It does not, however, emphasize adding public diplomacy to
USAID personnel training. While State is taking positive steps to “assess and provide the development skill sets
needed” and “establish institutional mechanisms…to develop and promulgate guidance on best practices and
effective management of foreign assistance”26, there should be reciprocal efforts to do the same for public
diplomacy within USAID.
As the 2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review appropriately suggests, “To be truly effective, we
need to build the public diplomacy component into every stage of the policy process.”27 The QDDR report
encourages the implementation of a taskforce on Innovation in Development and Diplomacy to examine “how to
integrate innovation into every aspect of State and USAID’s work.”28 CPD concurs that interagency coordination is
paramount and endorses water diplomacy as an ideal way to foster innovation and cooperation by State and USAID.

Public Diplomacy Recommendations
 To strengthen U.S. national interests abroad, secure strategic partners and gain influence with foreign publics 29
the U.S. Department of State and the U.S. Agency for International Development should adopt water diplomacy
as a means to fulfill agency Priority Goal Six for fiscal year 2012-2013 and in the future. Water diplomacy can
better connect Americans to the rest of the world through listening, technical and educational exchanges and
development work.30
 The U.S. Congress should fully implement the Senator Paul Simon Water for the Poor Act of 2005 in conjunction
with passing the Senator Paul Simon Water for the World Act of 2012 currently being considered by the House
Committee on Foreign Affairs.31 When the United States makes a commitment to the Millennium Development
Goals and passes the WPA and yet does not fulfill the mandate of its own laws, it reflects poorly on the American
political process and hurts American interests abroad.
 To better facilitate global water partnerships, the United States government should establish an internationally
coordinated water diplomacy working group comprising all actors—governmental, nongovernmental, local,
international, multilateral organizations and the private sector—to share knowledge and best practices in creating
solutions to water challenges. Since partnerships are the key to conducting effective public diplomacy and
development work abroad, it is essential when working with local and international partners to listen to the public’s
articulation of needs before implementing water diplomacy programs. The State Department’s mandate for public
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diplomacy with strengths in international cultural and educational exchange should strategically support USAID’s
water diplomacy development work through technical exchange training programs designed specifically for each
public receiving water aid.32

Conclusion
If the United States is to lead the way in cooperatively tackling water challenges, it must use the tools of public
diplomacy. The U.S. government, policymakers and practitioners must make public diplomacy a priority and apply it
to multiple sectors in U.S. foreign policy. This effort needs to be supported by the various government
constituencies that oversee defense, development and diplomacy. All U.S. government representatives, whether
they are politicians, diplomats, development workers or members of the armed forces, should be trained in public
diplomacy because it is vital to our national interests.
In addressing water issues, the United States must lead with actions, not words. The most effective public diplomacy
is conducted not through messaging but through service. Becoming the leader in water diplomacy would enhance
America’s international influence and protect its national interests.
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