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The idea of considering water 
use along supply chains has 
gained interest after the 
introduction of the ‘water 
footprint’ concept by Hoekstra 
in 2002 (Hoekstra, 2003). The 
water footprint is an indicator 
of freshwater use that looks 
not only at direct water use of 
a consumer or producer, but 
also at the indirect water use. 
The water footprint can be 
regarded as a comprehensive 
indicator of freshwater 
resources appropriation, next 
to the traditional and 
restricted measure of water 
withdrawal. The water 
footprint of a product is the 
volume of freshwater used to 
produce the product, 
measured over the full supply 
chain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is a multidimensional 
indicator, showing water 
consumption volumes by 
source and polluted volumes 
by type of pollution; all 
components of a total water 
footprint are specified 
geographically and 
temporally. The blue water 
footprint refers to 
consumption of blue water 
resources (surface and 
groundwater) along the 
supply chain of a product. 
‘Consumption’ refers to loss of 
water from the available 
ground-surface water body in 
a catchment area. Losses  

 

occur when water evaporates, 
returns to another catchment 
area or the sea or is 
incorporated into a product. 
The green water footprint 
refers to consumption of 
green water resources 
(rainwater insofar as it does 
not become run-off). The grey 
water footprint refers to 
pollution and is defined as the 
volume of freshwater that is 
required to assimilate the load 
of pollutants given natural 
background concentrations 
and existing ambient water 
quality standards. 

As an indicator of ‘water use’, 
the water footprint differs 
from the classical measure of 
‘water withdrawal’ in three 
respects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. It does not include blue 
water use insofar as this 
water is returned to where it 
came from. 
2. It is not restricted to blue 
water use, but also includes 
green and grey water. 
3. It is not restricted to direct 
water use, but also includes 
indirect water use. 

The water footprint thus offers 
a better and wider perspective 
on how a consumer or 
producer relates to the use of 
freshwater systems. It is a 
volumetric measure of water 
consumption and pollution. It 
is not a measure of the 
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We wish all the readers a very 
happy Deepawali. In this issue 
please find an article on “Water 
Footprint”. Water consumption and 
pollution can be associated with 
specific activities, such as irrigation, 
bathing, washing, cleaning, cooling 
and processing. This article is an 
attempt to increase the awareness in 
the subject.  
We urge our readers to contribute to 
make this newsletter more effective. 
Mail contributions at 
support@simaproindia.com 

  Sunil Kumar, Head, SIPL. 

 

“To inculcate the culture of 

environment management and 

sustainability among future 

scientists and managers PRé and 

SIPL are now providing free faculty 

licenses, to all recognized 

educational institutes in India”. 

Under this license each institute 

will get SimaPro along with eco-

invent data  for its students and 

staff.  To get this free license of 

‘SimaPro’ please contact at 

info@simaproindia.com or visit 

www.pre.nl .   
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severity of the local 
environmental impact of water 
consumption and pollution. 
The local environmental 
impact of a certain amount of 
water consumption and 
pollution depends on the 
vulnerability of the local water 
system and the number of 
water consumers and 
polluters that make use of the 
same system. Water footprint 
accounts give 
spatiotemporally explicit 
information regarding how 
water is appropriated for 
various human purposes. 
They can feed the discussion 
about sustainable and 
equitable water use and 
allocation and also form a 
good basis for a local 
assessment of environmental, 
social and economic impacts. 

Water footprint 
assessment 

‘Water footprint assessment’ 
refers to the full range of 
activities to:  

(i) quantify and locate the 
water footprint of a process, 
product, producer or 
consumer or to quantify in 
space and time the water 
footprint in a specified 
geographic area; 

(ii) assess the environmental, 
social and economic 
sustainability of this water 
footprint; and  
(iii) formulate a response 
strategy.  

Broadly speaking, the goal of 
assessing water footprints is 
to analyze how human 
activities or specific products 
relate to issues of water 
scarcity and pollution, and to 
see how activities and 
products can become more 
sustainable from a water 
perspective. 

How a water footprint 
assessment will look, largely 
depends on the focus of 

interest. One can be 
interested in the water 
footprint of one specific 
process step in a whole 
production chain, or in the 
water footprint of a final 
product. 

Alternatively, one can be 
interested in the water 
footprint of a consumer or 
group of consumers or in the 
water footprint of a producer 
or whole economic sector. 
Finally, one can take a 
geographic perspective, 
looking at the total water 
footprint within a delineated 
area such as a municipality, 
province, nation, catchment 
or river basin. Such a total 
water footprint is the 
aggregation of the water 
footprints of many separate 
processes taking place in the 
area. 

Water footprint assessment is 
an analytical tool, it can be 
instrumental in helping to 
understand how activities and 
products relate to water 
scarcity and pollution and 
related impacts and what can 
be done to make sure 
activities and products do not 
contribute to unsustainable 
use of freshwater. As a tool, a 
water footprint assessment 
provides insight, it does not 
tell people ‘what to do’. 
Rather it helps people to 
understand what can be done. 

A full water footprint 
assessment consists of four 
distinct phases (Figure 1.2): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Setting goals and scope. 

2. Water footprint accounting. 

3. Water footprint 
sustainability assessment. 

4. Water footprint response 
formulation. 

In order to be transparent 
about the choices made when 
undertaking a water footprint 
assessment study, one will 
have to start by clearly setting 
the goals and scope of the 
study. A water footprint study 
can be undertaken for many 
different reasons. For 
example, a national 
government may be 
interested in knowing its 
dependency on foreign water 
resources or it may be 
interested to know the 
sustainability of water use in 
the areas where water-
intensive import products 
originate. A river basin 
authority may be interested to 
know whether the aggregated 
water footprint of human 
activities within the basin 
violates environmental flow 
requirements or water quality 
standards at any time. The 
river basin authority may also 
want to know to what extent 
scarce water resources in the 
basin are allocated to low-
value export crops. A 
company may be interested to 
know its dependence on 
scarce water resources in its 
supply chain or how it can 
contribute to lower the 
impacts on water systems 
throughout its supply chain 
and within its own operations. 

The phase of water footprint 
accounting is the phase in  

 

 

 

 

 

which data are collected and 
accounts are developed. The 
scope and level of detail in the 
accounting depends on the 
decisions made in the 
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previous phase. After the 
accounting phase is the phase 
of sustainability assessment, 
in which the water footprint is 
evaluated from an 
environmental perspective, as 
well as from a social and 
economic perspective. In the 
final phase, response options, 
strategies or policies are 
formulated. It is not 
necessary to include all the 
steps in one study. In the first 
phase of setting goals and 
scope, one can decide to focus 
only on accounting or stop 
after the phase of 
sustainability assessment, 
leaving the discussion about 
response for later. Besides, in 
practice, this model of four 
subsequent phases is more a 
guideline than a strict 
directive. Returning to earlier 
steps and iteration of phases 
may often be necessary. In 
first instance, a company may 
be interested in a rough 
exploration of all phases, in 
order to identify critical 
components in its water 
footprint and set priorities for 
response, while later on it 
may like to seek much greater 
detail in certain areas of the 
accounts and the 
sustainability assessment. 

Excerpts from the book: 

The Water Footprint 

Assessment Manual- Setting 

the Global Standard by Arjen 

Y. Hoekstra, Ashok K. 

Chapagain,Maite M. Aldaya and 

Mesfin M. Mekonnen 
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