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Water Europe (WE) is the recognized voice and promotor of water-related innovation, research, and technology development 

in Europe. W E is a purpose-driven multi-stakeholder association with over 300 members, representing the entire range of 

actors in the innovative water ecosystem. WE was established by the European Commission as a European Technology 

Platform. WE is guided in all its activities by its Water Vision, with the ultimate ambition of achieving a Water-Smart Society. 
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A DEMAND-DRIVEN WATER INVESTMENT ACCELERATOR 
 

Water Europe welcomes the Water Investment Accelerator (WIA) as announced 
in the Water Resilience Strategy. It could constitute a key lever to close Europe’s 
structural water investment gap and accelerate the transition to a Water-Smart 
Economy and Society. 
The Accelerator should be shaped as a single central platform within an 
experienced organisation, driven by real demand-side challenges and pilot 
projects designed to identify and remove systemic investment barriers. 
Particularly, its success will depend on early investor integration, practical 
support and governance, robust water resilience metrics and data, and scaling 
only after proven results and shared learning. 
 

  



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

   

Introduction  
 

Why is Europe systematically under-investing in 
water resilience despite increasing physical, 
economic, and climate-related water risks? Despite 
increasing physical water risks, investment levels 
remain misaligned with exposure. Understanding and 
addressing the reasons for this persistent 
underinvestment is essential if the Water Investment 
Accelerator (WIA) is to deliver meaningful impact rather 
than isolated projects. 

Water Europe welcomes the announcement of a WIA in 
the Water Resilience Strategy to stimulate investment in 
the water sector. Both Water Europe and the European 
Union have acknowledged a structural lack of 
investment within the sector to support the transition 
towards a Water-Smart Economy and Society1. At the 
design stage of the WIA, several parameters should be 
considered: 

• Financing model: It is important to distinguish 
between financing and funding. Financing is 
where the money comes from; funding is how it 
is paid for. Funding enables financing. The main 
challenge for water-related investments in 
Europe is not the absolute lack of available 
finance, but the lack of viable funding models 
that translate water risks and resilience benefits 
into investable propositions (e.g integrated 
water resources management and 
multipurpose investments). Moreover, a mix of 
policy instruments – including water pricing, 
taxation and demand-side measures – will be 
needed to translate resilience benefits into 

 
1 Water Europe, Socio-economic study on the value of investing 
in water, Brussels, 2024 ; European Commission, European 
Water Resilience Strategy,  COM/2025/280 final, Brussels, 2025. 

viable funding streams and bankable projects. 
Particularly, targeted tax incentives can help de-
risk and accelerate investments, aligned with 
the EU recommendation on Tax Incentives to 
Support the Clean Industrial Deal. 
 

• Profitability of investment: the lack of viable 
funding models is amplified by the fact that the 
economic value of water investments is 
frequently expressed through risk mitigation, 
system reliability, and avoided losses rather 
than direct profitability. Given the inverse 
relationship between water stress and the unit 
price of water, economically rational behaviour 
by individual actors often results in collective 
underinvestment. This mismatch leads to weak 
governance, delayed action, and hesitation 
from financiers, even where water risks are well 
understood. 
 

• Administrative complexity of funding 
opportunities for innovative solutions: 
Specific parties, particularly SMEs and scale-
ups, may face additional difficulties in 
accessing existing finance. While funding exists 
through, inter alia, Horizon Europe, the 
European Investment Bank, blended finance 
schemes, or national development banks, the 
process is often bureaucratically heavy, slow, 
and complex. This creates a significant “valley 
of death” for promising water technologies and 
solutions between proof-of-concept and market 
deployment. 

https://watereurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/WE-Water-Vision-2023_online.pdf
https://watereurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/WE-Water-Vision-2023_online.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52025DC0280
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52025DC0280


Recommendation 
Therefore, we strongly support the creation of a practical, implementation-oriented WIA that delivers real 
projects and real investments. Crucially, these projects should function as structured learning exercises, enabling 
the categorisation of barriers to investment and the testing of solutions to overcome them. Lessons drawn from 
success and failure alike should inform future policy and investment frameworks. Consequently, Water Europe 
recommends to the European Commission for the design of the WIA to: 

   
1. Start with a Single Centre for the Kick-Off Phase 
 

  

To address the main challenge - namely, the difficulty of turning water needs into 
bankable investments due to process complexity, fragmentation, and unclear 
value propositions - it is essential to create a framework that accelerates 
investment by offering expertise and infrastructure, and by enabling 
matchmaking between problem owners, solution providers, and investors. 
 
The WIA should be launched as one central platform hosted within an existing 
organisation with: 

▪ proven expertise in water, 
▪ a strong governance model, 
▪ experience working with public authorities, utilities, industry, and 

finance, and 
▪ operational capacity to manage pilots and implementation processes. 

 
Rather than creating a new institution from scratch, the WIA should function as a 
dedicated water investment track embedded within an organisation that already 
has legal, accounting, and financial advisory capabilities, regulatory expertise, 
and access to utilities and real-life testing environments. It also allows for clear 
governance and accountability, faster time-to-market, controlled testing and 
learning, and the demonstration of tangible results.  
 
The ambition to scale up to additional centres or regional hubs across Europe 
should be stated from the outset, but only after the initial model has been 
validated in practice. 
 
Setting up the central platform will require EU funding support in the initial phase. 
However, it is assumed that after the first set of pilot projects, the Accelerator 
should progressively move towards financial self-sufficiency. 
 

  

  2. Start from the Demand Side (Problem-Driven 
Approach) 

 
  The WIA must be demand-driven, not technology-driven, starting with real, clearly 

defined problems faced by municipalities, water utilities, regions, and water-intensive 
industries. Demand should be understood not only in technical terms, but in relation 
to the underlying reasons why actors exposed to water stress are not investing in water 
security. 
 
 



Typical priority challenges may include PFAS and emerging pollutants, flood and 
drought risk management, water reuse and scarcity - including its products and 
byproducts - energy neutrality and climate adaptation of water infrastructure. 
However, pilot projects should be selected with the explicit aim of identifying and 
addressing systemic investment barriers, such as fragmented governance, lack of 
trusted water data, misaligned incentives, and uncertainty around returns. The WIA 
should: 

▪ Connect these demand-side challenges with existing solution providers, 
including start-ups, SMEs, scale-ups, and established companies.  

▪ Be on developing bankable projects rather than abstract concepts, ensuring 
that technical feasibility, regulatory compliance, governance arrangements, 
and financial viability are aligned around concrete cases. 

 

3. Pilot Projects Focused on Scale, Pace, and 
Enabling Conditions 

 

  

For the kick-off phase, the WIA should focus on a limited number of carefully 
selected pilot projects. These pilots should not only explore specific or 
contrasting funding and financing mechanisms but also share a common 
objective of identifying and validating the foundational pillars that enable water 
investments to be delivered at scale and pace. 
 
In particular, pilots should explore: 

• how digitalisation can support scale and speed in project identification, 
structuring, monitoring, and replication; 

• how water data at meaningful geospatial levels can facilitate 
collaboration among local governments, utilities, industry, NGOs, and 
financiers; and 

• how governance arrangements and data availability interact to either 
enable or inhibit investment decisions. 

As the water crisis can only be effectively addressed through collaboration at the 
local and basin level, understanding and strengthening the interconnectivity 
between governance and data should be a core outcome of the pilot phase. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Metrics, Data, and Water Resilience 

 
  A central challenge for water investment is the difficulty of creating clear and 

acceptable financial returns. The ‘true value’ of water is frequently linked to risk 
mitigation rather than direct revenue generation, which discourages investment and 
limits financial confidence. 
 
The WIA should therefore support the exploration and testing of alternative 
metrics that better reflect the complexity and systemic value of water 
investments, while ensure their usability within regulatory frameworks and planning 
cycles. These metrics should inform decision-making, increase comparability, and 
provide the confidence required for both public and private investment. 
 
In line with the implementation of the EU Water Resilience Strategy, this requires the 
establishment of robust water accounting systems and the development  harmonised 
water resilience metrics. While systems such as CDP Environmental Disclosure 
already exist, many Member States still lack accurate data on freshwater availability, 
abstractions, losses, and returns. 
 
Such measurement is foundational for meaningful resource management and 
investment decisions, determining whether priorities should focus on risk mitigation 
and ecosystem restoration or on increasing the gains from water-enabled growth, 
profitability, and competitiveness. 
 

5. Strong Integration of Investors from the Start 
 

  

Investors must be embedded in the WIA from the beginning. Public financiers, 
including the European Investment Bank and national promotional banks, as well 
as private investors, should be actively involved in project selection and 
structuring. 
 
The WIA should help design realistic financing pathways, including grants for 
early-stage risk reduction, blended finance, equity, loans, and guarantees. By 
aligning investment structures with alternative metrics and clearer 
representations of water risk and resilience value, the Accelerator can help 
overcome investor hesitation. 
 

  



 
  6. Practical Support 

 
  The WIA should provide a safe and low-cost environment for selected projects, 

offering access to legal, accounting, and financial advice. It should support 
governance design, procurement processes, and regulatory approval, as well as 
guidance on integrating solutions into existing water infrastructure. 
 
Selected projects should have access to pilot sites and real-world testing in 
collaboration with utilities and local authorities. 
 

7. Advisory Board with Strong Practitioner 
Representation 
 

  

To ensure relevance and credibility, an Advisory or Sounding Board composed of 
water practitioners, financial institutions, investors, and innovation and scale-up 
experts should be established. This board should focus on practical outcomes 
and implementation quality rather than formal supervision. 
 
It should advise the European Commission and the operational management of 
the WIA, provide strategic guidance, challenge assumptions, and ensure 
continuous learning and adjustment of the model. 

 

  

  8. Implementation and Scaling 
 

  Pilot projects should be closely monitored, and both successes and failures should 
be documented. Failure should be treated as an opportunity for learning rather than 
an endpoint. 
 
Once validated, the WIA model should be replicated and scaled through additional 
centres or regional hubs, adapted to local water challenges while maintaining a 
common European framework. 
 
The WIA’s success depends on: 

- keeping processes simple and accessible, particularly for SMEs and scale-
ups;  

- ensuring clear governance and strong operational leadership;  
- selecting projects based on real demand;  
- involving investors early and deeply;  
- focusing on real pilots, real investments, and real learning.  

 
 
The success of the WIA depends on its ability to generate clear, evidence-based answers to why 
investment in water security is not happening where it is most needed, and to demonstrate, in practice, 
how those barriers can be overcome. 

 


