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Water shapes the conditions of life on Earth, yet contemporary urbanization continues to 
treat it as a commodity, an obstacle, or a technical problem to be managed. Today’s 
climate realities, drought, heat, flooding, and contamination, show that such paradigms 
are no longer tenable. A just and livable future requires reframing water as a living 
system, a cultural and ecological commons, and a site of democratic responsibility. 
This manifesto proposes commoning principles for recognizing, positioning, and acting 
toward water justice in cities across the world.

Water as a 
Living Commons
Principles for Water Justice and Democratic Futures 



Water must never be treated as a commodity but as a common good 
essential for health, social reproduction, recreation and climate 
resilience. Protecting the commons means securing affordability, 
access, and long-term sustainability for all.

Extractive industries and large-scale development have degraded 
water ecologies; regenerative approaches prioritize biodiversity and 
hydro-ecological repair. Maintenance, restoration, and care are 
political acts that should recognise non-human actors.

Water is not merely a resource but a living system that shapes 
territories, cultures, and ecologies. Recognizing its agency opens 
ethical and legal pathways for socio-ecological justice.

Indigenous and local water knowledges foster care, 
stewardship, and ecological embeddedness but have been 
marginalized or erased. Cultural recognition is foundational 
to renewed water–urban relationships.

Communities should have the right to maintain and govern rivers, wetlands, canals, 
and shores against enclosure, contamination, or dispossession. Territorial water 
rights sustain ecological continuity and collective autonomy.

Urbanization depends on planetary 
hydrological cycles, yet cities also pollute 
and degrade the same water systems they 
rely on. A just response requires systemic, 
democratic, and adequately financed public 
stewardship of water.

Urban planning must move beyond land-centric thinking and treat 
water as a spatial actor with ecological needs and social meaning. 
Designing with water rather than against it enables coexistence 
and resilience.

Cities must be drought-adaptive, flood-resilient, and heat-safe by 
investing in multipurpose  infrastructures that slow, store, clean, 
and redistribute water equitably. Swimable rivers, accessible 
shores, and shared wetlands rebuild publicness and collective 
responsibility.

Unequal access to clean water and 
sanitation reproduces spatial, racialized, 
gendered, and economic injustices, 
especially under climate stress, recogni-
zing that water-related risks are shaped by 
power and politics.

Water must be stewarded as a shared public responsibility. Decisions about water must be 
collective, transparent, accountable to both present and future generations. Decentralised 
water governance redistributes power across scales and sectors and embeds intersectional 
participation into decision-making processes.

Recognise Take a Position Act

Water exists for life, not for pro�t.

Regenerate, don’t extract. Water is a living entity with inherent rights. 

Water is culture, knowledge, and relation.  

Water territories are ecological and political claims. 

Water and cities shape one another.

Urban planning must move  beyond 
land-centric thinking.

Design social and environmental 
resilience through water.

Inequalities in water access 
produce injustice. 

Water justice requires shared governance and public stewardship.  


