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Global Water Security and the SDGs: Japan’s Role at Home and Abroad 

Water is a key resource for sustainable develop-
ment including poverty eradication, environmental 
integrity, and economic and social development. In 
2002, the United Nations Economic and Social 
Commission recognized water as a human right for 
everyone. Now water is placed at the center of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in achiev-
ing the interdependent 17 goals. Yet, ensuring ac-
cess to water for all faces serious challenges. More 
than 2 billion people globally are living in coun-
tries with severe water stress (UN 2017). Human 
activity has had major impacts on water-related 
vulnerability. Intensive agriculture, dairy farming, 
water diversion through dams, and infrastructure 
development reduce access to freshwater, leading 
to the decline of wetland areas by 40% and the loss 
of freshwater species by 76% between 1970 and 
2010 (Ramsar 2015). 
 While the goal is widely shared and its im-
portance recognized, the question of how to im-
prove water security has yet to generate consensus. 
In the context of growing regional and global eco-
nomic integration, the policy debate of water secu-
rity has revolved around two approaches. The first 
approach argues that water security in water-scarce 
countries can be strengthened through cross-border 
exchanges of goods and services. Here, trade based 
on the principle of comparative advantage has been 
seen as one policy option to achieve water security 
in water-scarce countries. First introduced by Tony 
Allan in 1993, “virtual water” is the water required 
to produce agricultural (and later added industrial) 
commodities. “Virtual water” trade reduces pres-
sure on scarce domestic water resources by virtual-
ly importing water embedded in agricultural and 
industrial commodities. However, this approach 
has evoked considerable debate, including that a 
focus on virtual water trade alone is insufficient to 
address the issue of water security as a multi-
dimensional concept that includes concerns for ef-
ficiency, equity and sustainability (e.g. Wichelns, 
2015). 
 

 The second approach emphasizes the social-
ecological dimensions of water security and em-
bedded within political systems determining allo-
cation and use. Here, water is a contested re-
source; access to water is not regulated principal-
ly by market principles, but is embedded in social 
relations and shaped by power relations (Linton 
and Budds 2014; Zwarteveen and Boelens 2014). 
While the scientific hydrological understanding of 
water as H2O appears to make it easy to transfer 
water from one place to another via (virtual wa-
ter) trade, this conceptualization misses the social
-ecological characteristics of water that are nei-
ther easily substitutable nor transferable to differ-
ent social-ecological settings. In a hydrosocial 
understanding, water is more than H2O, but in-
stead has multiple meanings and roles (Bakker 
and Bridge 2006). Water is conceptualized as a 
“socio-natural hybrid” that dissolves society-
nature dualisms (Swyngedouw 1999). In other 
words, consumption of water for the purpose of 
international trade often redistributes water away 
from existing local users. Hence, international 
economic integration has not only economically 
but also ecologically “teleconnected” distant plac-
es that are locations of production and consump-
tion, increasing the vulnerabilities of communities 
and ecologies in variegated ways (Adger et al. 
2008). 
 Efforts to achieve water security for all 
thus require thinking and action at local, regional, 
and international levels. In 2003, Japan hosted the 
Third World Water Forum in Kyoto, which gener-
ated the so-called “Kyoto Consensus” that centers 
the principle of markets in allocating finite re-
sources like water. The Analysis Report of the 
2003 World Water Forum (2003: 32) writes 
“Trade of food products (or Virtual Water Trade) 
and its consequences on equity, poverty, water 
resources, environment, and geo-political condi-
tions on local, national and regional level should 
be better understood.” 15 years on, what have 
been the political, economic, social, and environ-
mental impacts of the Kyoto Consensus in general 
and virtual water trade in particular? This sympo-
sium seeks to assess past progress and remaining 
challenges for global water security by bringing 
together concerned academics, government offi-
cials, and practitioners of water security. 



9:30am  Doors open  

10- 10:10am Welcome remarks by Sophia University Vice President Miki Sugimura  

 
10:10-11:10am  

Keynote Speech:  
Global Water Security: Have We Set the Right Goals and Chosen the Right Path 

Dennis Wichelns (Stockholm Environment Institute) 

 
 
 

11:10am-12:40pm 

First Panel: Water security in the Context of East Asian Regional Eco-
nomic Integration  
  
Future Directions on Global Water Security and the Role of Virtual Water Trade 
Jaap Feil (Water  Footpr int Network) 
 
Are River Basin Closures in Japan and Thailand Teleconnected: A Relational Politi-
cal Economy of International Aid, Investment and (Virtual Water) Trade 
Takeshi Ito (Sophia University) and Carl Middleton (Chulalongkorn University) 
 
Moderator and Discussant:  Naomi Inoue (Sophia University and MOE) 

12:40-1:40pm 
 

Lunch Break 

 
 
 
 
 

1:40 - 3:10pm 

Second Panel: Water Security and the SDGs: Japan’s Role at Home 
and Beyond  
 
The Pathway Forward: Water Security for Sustainable Development 
Sae Ishihara (Japan Water  Forum) 
 
How JICA Promotes Water Security in Developing Countries 
Kenji Nagata (J ICA) 
 
Moderator and Discussant: Mikiko Sugiura (Sophia University) 

3:10-3:25pm Coffee Break 

 

 

 

3:25-4:55pm  

Third Panel: Regional Dynamics of Virtual Water Trade in Asia 
Cross-boundary Practices on Water Governance in Asia: How Can We Secure  
‘Our Water' in and Beyond Boundaries?  
Kenji Otsuka (IDE-JETRO)  
Industrialization and Water Quality in Rayong Province, Thailand: Are Internation-
al, National and Local Water Management Strategies Complimentary or Contesting 
Wipawadee Panyangnoi (Chulalongkorn University) 
   
Moderator and Discussant: Baba Sillah (Sophia University) 

4:55-5:25pm Concluding Remarks  

5:30 –7:30pm Reception 
Faculty Club (Building 6 Sophia Tower) 

 Schedule 
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