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1. BACKGROUND

Water is the lifeblood of Africa's transformation, and access to clean water and safe sanitation
is both a fundamental human right and a prerequisite for achieving the Africa We Want
envisioned in Agenda 2063. Yet this vision remains unfulfilled for millions across our continent
who continue to face the daily struggle of water scarcity, unsafe drinking water, and
inadequate sanitation facilities. These challenges strike at the heart of human dignity,
undermining our collective pursuit of prosperous, healthy communities and threatening our
continent's progress toward Aspiration 1 of Agenda 2063; “A Prosperous Africa based on
inclusive growth and sustainable development."

Despite Africa's abundant water endowment our continent faces a profound water paradox.
Over 400 million Africans lack access to basic drinking water services, while more than 700
million lack access to safely managed sanitation. This contradiction between resource
abundance and service deficit reflects deep-seated structural challenges including colonial-
era infrastructure deficits that persist today, weak institutional frameworks inherited from
fragmented governance systems, chronic underinvestment in water infrastructure, rapid
urbanization that has outpaced service delivery capacity, and the accelerating impacts of
climate change that disproportionately burden a continent responsible for less than 4% of
global greenhouse gas emissions.

Despite commitments like Agenda 2063, AfricaSan, eThekwini/Ngor Declarations (pledging 1%
GDP allocation),’ and global instruments, sanitation lags in funding and regulation. According
to UNICEF/WHO (2025), only 43% of Africans access safely managed sanitation, with women
and girls shouldering 70% of burdens. Climate change exacerbates vulnerabilities through
floods and droughts. Sanitation continues to be addressed in fragmented ways, with limited
integration of gender equality, youth inclusion, disability, and broader social equity
considerations.

The water and sanitation crisis reverberates across every dimension of Agenda 2063's vision
for Africa's transformation. It directly impedes progress toward Aspiration 1's goals of

! Guidelines on the Right to Sanitation in Africa, 2019, < https://achpr.au.int/sites/default/files/files/2022-08/eng-
achprguidelinesontherighttowaterinafrica.pdf > Accessed on 7 January, 2025.
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eradicating poverty, achieving food security through irrigated agriculture, and building
modern infrastructure. The burden falls most heavily on African women and girls, who
collectively spend an estimated 40 billion hours annually fetching water; productive time
stolen from education, entrepreneurship, and community leadership that could otherwise
advance Aspiration 6's vision of "An Africa whose development is people-driven, relying on
the potential of African people, especially its women and youth." Waterborne diseases remain
among the leading killers of African children under five, directly undermining Aspiration 1's
commitment to "healthy and well-nourished citizens." Agricultural productivity, the
foundation of food security for 60% of Africa's population, remains hostage to unreliable
water access and rain-fed farming systems vulnerable to climate variability. Industrial
development, critical to Aspiration 1's goal of a transformed economy, is constrained by water
scarcity and unreliable supply, limiting job creation for

Addressing Africa's water and sanitation challenges demands the comprehensive, integrated,
and people-centered approach that defines Agenda 2063's philosophy of African ownership
and African solutions.

2. THE 2026 AU THEME OF THE YEAR

Recognizing the critical importance of water security to Africa's development trajectory, the
38th Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the Union, held on 15-16 February 2025 in Addis
Ababa, Ethiopia, adopted "Assuring Sustainable Water Availability and Safe Sanitation
Systems to Achieve the Goals of Agenda 2063" as the African Union Theme for 2026. This
decision, captured in Assembly Decision Assembly/AU/Dec.912(XXXVIII), builds on the
Executive Council's approval and reflects the continent's collective determination to address
one of its most pressing development challenges.

The 2026 Theme complements other continental flagship initiatives and directly supports
Agenda 2063's goal of achieving "Environmentally sustainable and climate resilient
economies and communities." It provides a strategic framework for accelerating progress
toward universal water and sanitation access while strengthening Africa's resilience to
climate change. The Theme recognizes that water security is fundamental to expanding
economic opportunities, curtailing factors underlying unemployment, reducing forced
migration and displacement, and enhancing peace and security across the continent.

Significantly, the 2026 Theme creates an opportunity to actualize reparatory justice in a sector
where historical injustices created inequalities, resource plunder, discriminatory governance,
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and underinvestment in essential service that continue to directly contribute to persistent
crises like inadequate water and sanitation infrastructure across Africa by

demanding investments, technology transfers and policy reforms to remedy the gaps and
close the gap. In addition it also provides valuable vertical linkages with the United Nations
Water Conference 2026, offering an opportunity to position Africa's common position at the
center-stage of global discussions on water and sanitation. This alignment enables the
continent to leverage international partnerships, mobilize resources, and accelerate
implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) while
ensuring that Africa's unique priorities and perspectives shape the global water agenda.

The Assembly has directed the African Ministers Council on Water (AMCOW) Secretariat and
the African Union Commission to support implementation and monitoring of the Theme's
action framework, ensuring synergy and vertical alignment between continental and global
water initiatives. Member States, AU Organs, Regional Economic Communities (RECs),
specialized institutions, and development partners are «called upon to support
implementation at all levels—from local communities to national governments to regional
platforms.

However, translating the 2026 Theme into tangible impact requires clear strategies, effective
coordination, and meaningful engagement of all stakeholders particularly civil society
organizations that work directly with communities most affected by water and sanitation
challenges. There is an urgent need to popularize the Theme, demystify its implementation
framework, build broad-based ownership, and establish effective mechanisms for multi-
stakeholder collaboration.

Recognizing these imperatives, ECOSOCC serving as the civil society advisory organ of the
African Union with the mandate to popularize and create awareness of AU policies and
programmes, will convene a Pre-Summit Symposium to launch continental civil society
engagement with the 2026 Theme. The symposium will provide a platform for unpacking the
Theme's action framework, fostering multi-stakeholder dialogue, and co-developing
strategies for effective implementation at community, national, and regional levels.

3. OBJECTIVES

Primary Objective:

To launch continental civil society engagement with the 2026 AU Theme of the Year, enhance
understanding of its action framework, and establish structured mechanisms for multi-
stakeholder collaboration toward achieving sustainable water availability and safe sanitation
across Africa.
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Specific Objectives:

1.

Improve understanding and policy alignment

To present the AU Theme of the Year 2026 Action Framework and strengthen
understanding of its priorities and implementation approaches, while aligning it with
the Africa Policy on Water, Agenda 2063, and the UN 2026 Water Conference to
ensure policy coherence and address existing gaps in water and sanitation
governance.

Strengthen coordinated, inclusive, and climate-resilient water governance

To promote coordinated action among AU institutions, Member States, RECs, civil
society, utilities, research institutions, and partners to build climate-resilient water
systems, improve transboundary water cooperation, advance gender-responsive and
socially inclusive approaches, and strengthen sustainable water management across
Africa.

Mobilise partnerships, innovation, and resources for implementation and
accountability

To mobilise financial and technical support from Member States, development
partners, philanthropy, and the private sector; promote innovation and appropriate
technologies for water and sanitation; and strengthen civil society’s role in advocacy,
monitoring, accountability, and community engagement.

Strengthen policy and institutional frameworks

To articulate linkages between the AU Theme of the Year 2026, the proposed Africa
Policy on Water, Agenda 2063, and the UN 2026 Water Conference in order to ensure
vertical integration and policy coherence across continental and global frameworks,
promote and safeguard the right to water and sanitation, and strengthen policy and
legal frameworks to address existing gaps and fragmentation.

4. EXPECTED OUTCOMES

1.

Improved clarity and shared understanding of the 2026 AU Theme of the Year
Key stakeholders—including AU organs, Member States, civil society, and
development partners—have a common understanding of the Theme’s priorities,
Action Framework, and implementation pathways, enabling aligned and coordinated
action.
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Strengthened  coordination  and  climate-resilient ~ water = governance
Enhanced collaboration among AU institutions, Member States, RECs, civil society,
utilities, and research institutions leads to improved climate-resilient water
management, stronger transboundary water cooperation, and more inclusive and
gender-responsive water governance.

Increased partnerships, innovation uptake, and resource mobilisation for water and
sanitation

New and strengthened partnerships result in increased financial and technical
resources, wider adoption of innovative and context-appropriate solutions, and
stronger civil society participation in implementation, monitoring, and accountability.
Enhanced policy coherence and institutional alignment across continental and global
frameworks

Stronger alignment between the AU Theme of the Year 2026, the Africa Policy on
Water, Agenda 2063, and the UN 2026 Water Conference contributes to improved
policy and legal frameworks that safeguard the right to water and sanitation and
reduce institutional gaps and fragmentation.

5. PARTICIPANTS

The symposium will convene approximately 250 participants representing diverse

stakeholders engaged in water, sanitation, and sustainable development across Africa.
Participants will include:

* Civil Society Organizations: Representatives from national, regional, and continental
CSO networks working on water rights, sanitation access, environmental justice,
women's empowerment, youth engagement, and community development.

¢ African Union Institutions: Officials from the African Union Commission, AMCOW ,
ECOSOCC, and other relevant AU organs and specialized agencies.

e Member State Representatives: Members of the Permanent Representatives
Committee (PRC), government officials from water and environment ministries, and
diplomatic missions accredited to the African Union.

* Regional Economic Communities: Representatives from RECs involved in
transboundary water management, regional infrastructure development, and climate
adaptation programmes.

e Water Sector Institutions: Professionals from water utilities, river basin
organizations, transboundary water commissions, and national water authorities.
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e Academic and Research Institutions: Researchers, academics, and technical experts
from universities, think tanks, and research centers specializing in water resources,
climate science, and sustainable development.

e Development Partners: Representatives from bilateral and multilateral
development agencies, international organizations, philanthropic foundations, and
financial institutions supporting water and sanitation programmes in Africa.

* Private Sector: Representatives from water technology companies, infrastructure
developers, social enterprises, and impact investors engaged in water and sanitation
solutions.

* Media: Journalists and media professionals covering African Union affairs,
development issues, and environmental stories to ensure broad dissemination of
symposium outcomes.

6. DATE AND VENUE

Main Symposium:

The symposium will be held in-person on 9 February 2026 in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on the
margins of the 39th Ordinary Session of the Assembly of the African Union. The event will take
place at a venue to be confirmed in Addis Ababa, with virtual participation options to ensure
broader engagement from civil society organizations, diaspora groups, and stakeholders
unable to attend physically.

High-Level Breakfast Meeting:

10 February 2026 will be dedicated half day High-Level Breakfast Meeting to take stock of
progress made in the implementation of the 2025 AU Theme of the Year, “Justice for Africans
and People of African Descent Through Reparations,” with a focus on reviewing key
achievements, identifying implementation gaps and lessons learned, and drawing practical
insights to inform and strengthen the roll-out of the 2026 AU Theme of the Year on sustainable
water and sanitation

7. FORMAT AND METHODOLOGY

The symposium will employ an interactive, participatory format combining plenary sessions,
panel discussions, and structured dialogue to maximize engagement and ensure diverse
voices are heard. The methodology emphasizes multi-stakeholder dialogue, South-South
learning, and action-oriented outcomes.
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8. PARTNERSHIPS AND CO-ORGANIZERS

The symposium is convened by ECOSOCC in partnership with leading African civil society
organizations, research institutions, and water sector networks. This collaborative approach
ensures broad ownership, diverse perspectives, and sustained follow-up beyond the
symposium.

Confirmed Co-Conveners:

* Ethiopian Civil Society Organizations Council (ECSOC)
e African Renaissance
e [NCLUDE Platform

Prospective Partners

e TrustAfrica

e UNDP
e Amani Africa
e WaterAid

Strategic Partners:

e African CSOs working on water rights, environmental justice, and climate adaptation

 Pan-African research institutions and think tanks specializing in water resources and
sustainable development

e Development partners supporting water and sanitation programmes in Africa
e Women's rights organizations and gender equality networks

* Youth-led organizations engaged in climate action and community development



