
Global water consumption is doubling every 20 years, and by 2025, at 
least two-thirds of the world’s population will likely be living in water 
stressed areas. Cities in particular are at risk: one in four cities is 
currently water stressed.

The Nature Conservancy is helping cities protect their water supplies 
by finding ways to finance projects that integrate nature into 
traditional infrastructure solutions and fostering partnerships between 
urban and rural communities.

among other critical services. These 
practices save cities money, and 
help them achieve water security 
in a way that built infrastructure 
cannot. For example, New 
York City’s efforts to protect its 
watershed, primarily in the Catskills, 
have allowed the city to avoid 
building a drinking water filtration 
plant with an estimated price tag of 
$10 billion and operating costs of 
almost $1 million per day.

As we help cities move toward 
greater sustainability and water 
security, we will protect water 
at its source by conserving and 
restoring forests, wetlands and 
other habitats, transform the way 
cities think about urban water 
management and inspire action 
among governments, corporations 
and communities to invest in 
natural solutions. 

Finding Natural Solutions
More than $90 billion is invested 
annually in water supply 
infrastructure, but only a small 

Protecting Water at its Source

Investing in Nature
Traditional urban water 
management systems, with their 
focus on built solutions—like 
aqueducts, pipes and drains—can 
have a devastating effect on the 
rivers, floodplains and wetlands 
that provide people with water and 
create habitat for wildlife. These 
“business as usual” solutions are 
also expensive, degrade over time 
and will likely be insufficient to 
deal with the pressures of global 
urbanization and climate change. 
The result: an unreliable water 
system that does not meet the 
needs of people or nature. But there 
is another way.

The Conservancy is demonstrating 
how investing in nature—
protecting and restoring forests, 
wetlands and grasslands, 
reducing agricultural runoff and 
building roads in a way that 
minimizes sediment into rivers and 
streams—can help retain freshwater, 
filter pollutants and reduce erosion, 



portion of this is currently dedicated to protecting 
water at its source by conserving forests and 
restoring habitat. The Conservancy works on source 
water protection in more than 60 locations around 
the world, including such diverse urban areas as 
Bloomington, Illinois; São Paulo, Brazil; Denver, 
Colorado; and Nairobi, Kenya.  

In these places, we are showing that protected 
forests and grasslands, better-designed roads, 
improved agricultural practices and other 
targeted conservation strategies can measurably 
improve water quality and quantity. We are also 
developing tools to enable the implementation 
and replication of these strategies. Building on this 
experience and working with many partners, our 
goal is to redirect at least 10 percent of total water 
supply infrastructure investment, or $6 billion, to 
natural solutions by 2020.

One of the main tools the Conservancy uses to 
support these conservation strategies is the water 
fund: a set of replicable financial and governance 
mechanisms that help downstream water users 
work with upstream communities to protect water 
supplies at their source through land management 
and restoration. We have helped create 20 
operating water funds in seven countries across 

Latin America, North America and East Africa; 40 
more are currently in design.

We are working to protect water at its source in 
three primary ways:

Change the debate:  We are measuring and 
demonstrating the benefits of natural infrastructure 
solutions, conducting public education and outreach 
campaigns, promoting water conservation through 
urban networks of global institutions and using these 
platforms to engage city leaders and decision-makers 
with our messages on science-based conservation.

Improve global practices:  We are partnering with 
corporations, multilaterals and other institutions to 
establish watershed conservation programs and water 
efficiency practices for agriculture and industry near 
cities. 

Invest in nature on the ground:  We are informing 
water management policies and helping redirect 
public and private funding from built to natural 
infrastructure by accelerating the creation of water 
funds in 15 countries, including new funds in Zambia, 
Chile, Honduras and Guatemala. To date, we have 
leveraged more than $300 million in public and private 
commitments to water funds.

Showing What Works: Cauca Valley, Colombia
In 2009 The Nature Conservancy helped establish the Agua por la Vida 
Water Fund in Colombia’s agriculturally rich Cauca Valley, near the city of Cali. 
Since then, partners such as the valley’s sugar cane producers and growers’ 
associations have invested more than $4.5 million in watershed restoration, 
grassland conservation and assistance to rural farmers. They are banking on 
downstream benefits as well: adequate river flows and cleaner water that costs 
less to treat.

These investments have helped plant trees, protect streams and springs, and 
put more sustainable cattle and cropping techniques into practice. They have 

also resulted in economic benefits for people in local communities—people like farmer Maria Esmeralda Marcillo, 
who says “the water fund helped me by giving me trees. They educated us on how the trees aided preservation 
of water. Avocado trees have been good for the soil, and also to feed ourselves, to sell and to support my family. 
Water gives us life, because without water there is no life.”

The Conservancy is using water funds like Agua por la Vida to help secure water for people and nature around the 
world, with funds currently operating or planned in 15 countries across Latin America, North America and Africa.
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Local farmer, Maria Esmeralda Marcillo


