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We can help cities cope 
with the global water 
crisis by scaling a proven 
solution: nature. 

Investing in nature to improve water securityWATER FUNDS

 Half of all people live in cities where 
their water sources are being degraded 
or used up faster than they are being 
replenished. Places from Cape Town to 
Mexico City to Chennai have experienced 
severe water stress, with the most 
economically disadvantaged people 
disproportionately affected.

Pathway to Change

The Nature Conservancy has a tested 
solution to address the water crisis: water 
funds. A water fund allows downstream 
water users to invest in conservation 
activities upstream to protect and restore 
their watershed. Watersheds are a hidden 
piece of a city’s natural infrastructure, 
collecting and filtering water while 
providing numerous benefits, including 
food, habitat and climate resilience. Nature 
is a powerful solution for water security, 
and we need to recognize its value.

In Nairobi, for example, the Upper Tana 
River Water Fund provides farmers in the 
watershed with training, resources and 
equipment that help keep the Tana River 
—the region’s primary source of drinking 
water—healthy. Farmers reap the benefits 

How does a  
water fund work?
Downstream water users—
businesses, utilities and local 
governments—invest money 
collectively in the water fund.  
These funds go to upstream farmers, 
landholders and communities to pay 
for conservation activities, such as 
replanting native trees, using cover 
crops to prevent erosion or restoring 
wetlands that filter pollution. Water 
users then benefit from improved 
water quality and quantity. 

TNC uses our science and planning 
expertise to identify where water 
funds are likely to be successful, 
engage stakeholders and 
investors, and design and create 
the water fund. Water funds are 
very adaptable to local enabling 
conditions, capacity and context. 

   Visit waterfundstoolbox.org  
for more information. 

of higher crop yields and communities get 
a cleaner and more reliable source of water. 
With more than 40 water funds in operation 
globally, we know water funds work.

Our vision is to mainstream nature-based 
solutions for water security.

We estimate that four out of five cities could 
benefit from nature-based solutions, like 
upstream forest restoration and improved 
farming practices. Water funds create a way 
for cities to protect their watersheds cost-
effectively and efficiently. Once launched, 
these funds become self-sustaining through 
local public and private funding.

Kenyan woman picking tea in the Upper Tana Watershed, Kenya. © Nick Hall

By 2025, we can:

		Provide 70 million people with 
better water security

		Help 150,000 rural people 
improve their livelihoods 

		Protect 2 million hectares of 
freshwater habitat in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America  

http://waterfundstoolbox.org
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Better Water Security,  
Healthier Communities  
and a Healthier Planet 

TNC research indicates that 1,000 
cities could be employing nature-
based solutions with a positive return 
on investment. Our goal is to bring 
this solution to a tipping point by 
empowering 300 early-adopter cities 
around the world to begin water funds 
in the next five years.

To get there, we are:

• Demonstrating success by 
launching and expanding water 
funds in critical places

• Building the capacity of our 
partners to create their own source 
water protection projects

• Influencing industry associations, 
governments, corporations and 
international financiers to create the 
national policy and funding needed 
to transform the water sector 

WATER FUNDS
CREATED COUNTRIES

We work in Latin America as part of
the Latin America Water Funds Partnership.
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WATER FUNDS UNDER DEVELOPMENT

WATER FUNDS CREATED

PROSPECTIVE WATER FUNDS

The following leadership gifts will help ensure communities across the globe  
have the water they need to thrive:

• $5 million will advance critical policy changes that stimulate demand for source  
water protection in more than 15 cities.

• $10 million will demonstrate water funds success in an influential geography.  
(In India, for example, we aim to improve the livelihoods of 40,000 farmers and 
enhance 15,000 hectares of watersheds.)

• $15 million will launch three international hubs to equip 300 early-adopters to 
mainstream water funds and source water protection.

  Visit a natural solution to water security for more information.
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  WHY TNC? 
Over the last two decades, TNC has worked with more than 600 partners in 13 countries 
on four continents to create 41 water funds, with 35 more funds in development. We have 
developed the tools and resources needed to help practitioners around the world begin 
implementing their own water funds. Together we are changing how watersheds are 
managed and securing water globally. 

  JOIN US 
Philanthropic support is critical to the start-up of a water fund. Once established, a 
water fund becomes self-sustaining through public and corporate funding, making it an 
incredibly high-leverage philanthropic investment. In Latin America, for example, TNC 
donors have invested $58 million in water funds to date, which has leveraged an additional 
$166 million from public and private sources.

Please contact Christina Cheatham: ccheatham@tnc.org for more details.

https://www.nature.org/en-us/what-we-do/our-insights/perspectives/a-natural-solution-to-water-security/?vu=r.d_protectingwater

