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This synopsis explains how the Resilient Water 
Accelerator supports its in-country partnerships 
in accessing financing for enhanced resilience 
by following the Optimal Design Approach 
(OpDA) and its five phases, from initial 
assessment to programme design and funding 
proposal submission. It also provides the 
context of how the OpDA fits into the 
Accelerator and follows its principles and what 
differentiates it from similar initiatives. The full 
OpDA will be released in early 2022.

Climate change and water insecurity are 
interconnected. Water is both the main medium 
through which climate change is felt, but, when 
well-managed, it is also the pathway through 
which we can address and find solutions to 
climate vulnerability and inequalities. In 
working to meet the goals of the Paris 
Agreement, the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change has continued 
to emphasise the critical, cross-sectoral role of 
water in meeting adaptation needs. The four 
aspects of water security in Figure 1 outline the 
facets of water that must be considered when 
examining climate impacts and the avenues to 
build resilience to climate change by securing 
water's availability, quality and reliability.
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Figure 1: The four aspects of water security



In March 2020 HRH The Prince of Wales 
launched what would become the Resilient 
Water Accelerator, which is now a coalition of 
global experts from the environmental, 
development, water and WASH, finance, and 
climate sectors. 

The mission of the Accelerator – a task force of 
the Sustainable Markets Initiative – is to assist 
the most climate-vulnerable communities in 
securing clean and reliable water resources and 
services by helping design comprehensive 
climate-resilient water security programmes 
and unlock new sources of financing that will 
transform their prospects.

The Accelerator aims to overcome three 
barriers: 

 Siloed approaches to water challenges.

 Lack of localised data sufficient to 
support a suitable analysis of the impacts 
on watersheds, access, service levels, 
and flood vulnerability.

 Lack of high-quality fundable proposals 
on adaptation for the finance community. 

Countries working with the Accelerator will use 
the Optimal Design Approach (OpDA) to 
overcome these barriers and ensure resilient 
water programmes are truly holistic, multi-
sectoral, and locally-led. By following the OpDA 
for about two years, countries can design 
strong adaptation and resilience building 
programmes and generate attractive funding 
proposals to implement life changing 
programmes.

The Accelerator's International Accelerator 
Consortium (IAC) initially engages countries 
about working with the Accelerator. The first 
aspect of this process requires in-depth 
consultation with national governments, leading 
to a Memorandum of Understanding, with the 
Accelerator supporting the work that will be 
undertaken by an in-country partnership that 
will consist of key stakeholders, such as a 
government representative. Once aligned, the 
IAC will heavily support the in-country 
partnership as it follows the OpDA from 
inception to the submission of funding 
proposals for a given watershed. As the funding 
is secured, and the programme is implemented, 
the Accelerator will still provide some support; 
for example, through providing learning 
opportunities within the broader Accelerator 
community and through basic monitoring 
assistance. 
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THE OPDA EXPLAINED
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The OpDA takes in-country partnerships 
through five phases to ensure high-quality, 
effective programmes and their proposals:

 Initiate OpDA with in-country partnership 
and chosen watershed 

 Collect and analyse Watershed Data

 Execute Watershed Problem Analysis

 Design Watershed Vision and 
programme interventions

 Create compelling funding proposals for 
programme
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What is water security? 

Water security refers to affordable access to water of sufficient quantity and quality for basic human needs, 
small-scale livelihoods and local ecosystem services, coupled with well-managed risk of water-related disasters. 

What does resilient water mean? 

The capacity of water systems, from the catchment to the household level, to withstand and quickly recover from 
shocks and stresses while providing water security for ecosystem and human use.



In the first phase of the OpDA, national government and the IAC can draw on their joint 
contacts, networks and influence to identify and bring together the in-country partnership for 
the Accelerator work; this may involve building existing country-level partnerships or extensive 
engagement to identify key actors. This is also an important opportunity to build a dialogue 
with prospective private sector partners. In-country partnerships must assemble a range of 
diverse organisations that can advance a comprehensive, climate-resilient water security 
programme and develop funding proposals. From this broader partnership, a Core Team is 
selected to drive the OpDA work on the ground. The partnership will complete a broad national 
assessment of the water and climate situation, such as high-level risks, institutions relating to

THE FIVE PHASES OF THE OPDA

Figure 2: Five phases of the OpDA within the Accelerator Journey
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Initiate OpDA with in-country partnership and chosen watershed   
Phase

01

This section of the synopsis provides a detailed account of how the Accelerator will support in-
country partnerships and their outputs across the five OpDA phases.



With the watershed chosen, the in-country 
partnership will ensure that the 
appropriate quantitative and qualitative 
data from scientific, traditional and local 
sources have been collected to be able to 
analyse the watershed for holistic and 
sustainable solutions. A watershed 
stakeholder mapping will be critical to 
guarantee all key stakeholders — including 
vulnerable communities — are active in the 
assessment work. These assessments and 
their accompanying reports include 
analysis of political, economic, societal 
and financial landscapes; climate and 
hydrological data for the watershed; and 
capacity building and governance. They 
will be built on existing analytical models 
as well as drawing on the vast experience 
and expertise of IAC. The financial 
assessment lays the groundwork for 
identifying ways the eventual programme 
can be funded through multiple sources. 
All these assessments include identifying 
key steps to enhance the enabling 
environment.

Design Watershed Vision and 
programme interventions

Phase

04

The third phase brings together the 
different assessments completed in Phase 
2 to enable an holistic and concrete 
problem analysis of the watershed, 
including identifying root causes. The 
analysis will consider all uses of water (e.g., 
household use for drinking, sanitation, and 
hygiene; energy; ecosystems; and 
agriculture) and explore how pressures, in 
addition to climate change (e.g., 
population changes and migration), might 
impact available water resources. The 
process will help to inform which changes 
will have the greatest impact and will 
support prioritisation. The Watershed 
Problem Analysis should be a concise 
document and map that identifies the 
problems for the watershed, lists and 
explains the key causes and their impacts 
on the watershed if unaddressed, 
prioritises those causes and confirms the 
requirements needed for a programme to 
be successful.

Execute Watershed 
Problem Analysis  

Phase
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Collect and analyse 
Watershed Data 

Phase

02

 water and climate change, existing 
service levels, including understanding 
current regulations, and infrastructure 
planned and completed. The assessment 
will map national stakeholders — 
including the private sector — and 
examine their current and potential roles, 
at the same time identifying opportunities 
to meet any national level commitments 
such as those under the Paris Agreement 
or 2030 Agenda. This national assessment 
will enable the in-country partnership to 
identify the watershed where the OpDA 
can have the most impact and outline a 
provisional plan for how to deliver this 
approach.

This phase allows for stocktaking to ensure 
a strategic perspective of what is needed 
to bridge shorter-term policies planned at 
the local level with the longer-term 
transformation required based on the 
Watershed Problem Analysis. With broad-
based stakeholder engagement, including 
local government and the marginalised 
groups at the core of the discussion, the 
in-country partnership will develop a 
shared Watershed Vision. This will outline 
how the watershed should be managed in 
the context of climate change and how 
shared priorities will deliver improved 
climate resilience through water resources 



Create compelling funding 
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Phase

05

and services. Once the Vision is set, the in-country partnership will create a theory of change 
to frame, design and cost programme interventions where each intervention will be its own 
project. The types of interventions that could be within the programme are detailed in Figure 
4. The final steps of this phase will include assessing programme risks, developing mitigation 
strategies, and creating a monitoring framework with a transition plan.  

Figure 3: How the OpDA works

The final phase is to create funding proposals that match investors' needs so that investors 
want to fund the proposed climate-resilient water security programme. The financial  
assessment from Phase 2 will play a key role in determining which funds and investors are 
targeted; where appropriate, the plans will include a package of private and public funding 
options, often called 'blended finance', seeking to maximise investment in the  overall 
programme. In addition to outlining the designed programme, the proposal will need a 
climate rationale, a business case, and a proposal budget — all finalised in this phase from the 
cumulative work of previous phases. The climate rationale outlines the climate benefits 
accrued because of the anticipated programme and what would happen if the programme 
were not implemented from a technical point of view, while the business case frames it in 
terms of investment and innovation with reference to the proposed budget.   

Create compelling funding proposals for programme

5



THE VALUE OF THE OPDA
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The OpDA uses standard best practices, and yet it has many valuable and unique aspects that may 

not be apparent from just reviewing the five phases. This section highlights the vision of the 

OpDA, key themes embedded throughout the OpDA, and how the founding principles of the 

Accelerator are realised in the OpDA.

A vision of holistic resilient water security 

There are four aspects of water security that must be considered (Figure 1) to create true resilience 
to climate change. Analysis may not reveal that every watershed needs to address all of these 
aspects in a programme design to be effective and sustainable, but all should initially be 
considered during the Watershed Problem Analysis. Figure 4 outlines in depth the various types of 
interventions considered to reach resilient water security during Phase 4 of the OpDA. Through 
strong stakeholder engagement, the in-country partnership will complete Phase 3 and identify the 
root causes of water insecurity in a watershed, which will drive the types of interventions needed to 
address those root causes. Figure 4 identifies the three major types of interventions possible and 
then identifies 'lenses' that will shape what those interventions look like in more detail. Once a suite 
of interventions is selected, a monitoring system will need to be created to ensure they remain 
relevant, sustainable and resilient. 

WaterAid/ Basile Ouedraogo



Figure 4: Achieving holistic resilient water security through programme interventions
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Enhancing enabling environments is critical 
for building resilient water systems in a 
watershed; stronger enabling environments 
are more attractive to investors and help 
ensure lasting change. The role of the local 
and national governments is critical to ensure 
regulations and national planning support the 
work being accomplished through the OpDA, 
which is why strong government engagement 
on all levels is a key part of the OpDA. The 
OpDA also has a strong focus on data 
collection and assessment around political and 
social realities from examining national 
strategies around water and climate to identify 
gaps that can be addressed through a capacity 
building plan and broader engagement such a 
building public support for water security.

Integrating and promoting gender equality 

throughout programme design and delivery 
has been shown to drastically improve results 
of water projects. And water programmes have 
been shown to have a positive impact on the 
lives of girls and women, who are 
disproportionately impacted by the effects of 
climate change and the lack of available, clean 
water. Despite the vital knowledge women, 
and girls have of how to cope with the impact 
of climate change, they are regularly excluded 
from designing solutions due structural 
inequalities leading to lack of safe transport to 
meetings, lack of childcare, and lack of 
opportunity to engage. Facilitating women's 
participation in programme design and 
delivery is a central ambition of the OpDA, 
promoting gender equity and equality at every 
stage.

Blended finance, to create the investment 
opportunities countries need to implement 
comprehensive resilient water programmes we 

need to explore the potential to use limited 
public finance to enable private finance to 
support these programmes – programmes 
which will both avoid the costs of climate 
shocks, but also bring huge economic benefits. 
The OpDA will include a financial assessment of 
the types of public and private funding — both 
climate-related and more broadly — that are 
realistic for a selected watershed in a given 
location. Coupled with its work on enabling 
environments, this finance work seeks to 
address systemic barriers to reduce business 
risk and therefore increase private sector 
investments in water security components. By 
having private sector as part of the OpDA 
stakeholders and doing a financial assessment, 
in-country partnerships will be uniquely placed 
to engage different potential funders where 
they are most interested in investing.  

Locally-owned and -led adaptation, with 
vulnerable communities and climate at the 
heart of problem analysis and solutions 
(including nature-based ones)

Acknowledging that the challenges and 
opportunities for climate-resilient water security 
are localised, the OpDA helps countries and 
their communities identify their key threats to 
water resources and services related to climate 
change, how those threats could be addressed 
and how those solutions can be financed. Local 
and traditional knowledge is prized during 
these assessments and local stakeholders drive 
much of the work in the OpDA to ensure they 
have ownership of understanding the 
watershed's problems and of identifying 
solutions to become more climate-resilient. The 
OpDA's 'stakeholder-led water situation 
analysis' ensures local ownership and 
leadership from the outset and community 
support for the programmes designed. Because 
the OpDA stakeholder process involves all 
water users, diverse stakeholders come 
together to hear one another and learn about 
collective needs while providing a chance for 
the group to determine how to overcome them.

Throughout the OpDA, key themes are deeply 

embedded in how in-country partnerships 

achieve OpDA outputs. These are enabling 

environments, gender equity and blended 

finance. 

KEY THEMES EMBEDDED 
IN THE OPDA
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RESILIENT WATER ACCELERATOR 
PRINCIPLES APPLIED IN THE OPDA



The OpDA is deeply rooted in robust data that 
comes from scientific, traditional and local 
sources. Initially, national level data is collected 
and assessed to select the correct watershed. 
Then a deeper data analysis, specific to the 
watershed, is conducted that includes water 
users’ realities and vulnerabilities, climate and 
hydrological data, governance/national and 
local policy frameworks and regulations, the 
potential financial landscape for supporting 
programmes, and capacity building needs. 
The Watershed Problem Analysis ensures that 
root causes – such as disaster risks, impacts, 
and vulnerabilities – are correctly identified 
and that the right solutions are designed as 
effective interventions to provide sustainable, 
resilient water systems. This detailed analysis is 
critical for investors to better understand 
programmes’ value in the final proposals.

IAC members come from a variety of sectors 
and backgrounds globally and are engaged 
throughout the OpDA. The OpDA’s work on 
stakeholder engagement of all water users 
ensures that public and private sectors, 
community organisations, academia and civil 
society can come together to collectively solve 
water and climate challenges holistically for a 
watershed. 

In addition to having private and public sector 
IAC members to support in-country 
partnerships as experts, the OpDA has specific 
steps relating to engaging the private sector. 
As part of the stakeholder engagement, local 
private sector can help identify watershed 
issues and articulate their concerns and needs 
in the watershed. Private sector experts have a 
valuable role to play in creating the 
Programme Finance Plan, which outlines the 
feasible options for a programme to combine 
public and private resources. The OpDA 
promotes this collaboration further by 
strengthening the pipeline of proposals that 
go to key funders in the private sector as part 
of a broader de-risking strategy and by 
strengthening the enabling environment.

The IAC includes multi-sector experts from 
both the Global South and Global North to 
support in-country partnerships and to share 
mutual learning throughout the OpDA. 
Additionally, the Accelerator will facilitate 
knowledge sharing across in-country 
partnerships (Figure 3) and make its own 
adjustments in how it functions based on 
learnings from in-country partnerships. 
Furthermore, designing continuous 
monitoring within the programme of its 
interventions, of hydrological components, 
and of climate change impacts on water 
resources and services will ensure 
programme interventions adapt to changing 
conditions to remain sustainable.

Evidence-based water programmes that rely on 
robust data analysis to identify root causes and 
design solutions

Comprehensive, multi-sectoral approach to 
water programming that protects and build 
resilience for communities and nature

Strong public-private collaboration to build 
resilience through diverse sources of finance 
that can include blended finance

Engagements that enable partners and 
countries to grow and learn throughout the 
process
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Figure 5: Five Principles of the Resilient Water Accelerator




