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The water footprint concept

►►►► The WF is an indicator of water use that looks at both direct and indirect 
water use of a consumer or producer. 

►►►►Water use is measured in terms of:
- water volumes consumed (evaporated or otherwise not returned)
- polluted per unit of time

►►►► Geographically explicit

► A WF can be calculated for:
- process 
- product 
- consumer
- group of consumers (e.g. municipality, province, state, nation)
- producer (e.g. a public organization, private enterprise)



Components of a water footprint 
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WF sustainability assessment
Comparing ‘blue WF’ to ‘blue water availability’
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WF policy framework

►►►► Reduction of the direct water footprint:
- water saving toilet, shower-head, etc.

►►►► Reduction of the indirect water footprint:
- substitution of a consumer product that has a large water footprint 
by a different type of product that has a smaller water footprint;

- substitution of a consumer product that has a large water footprint 
by the same product that is derived from another source with 
smaller water footprint.

►►►► Ask product transparency from businesses and 
regulation from governments

Consumer perspective



WF policy framework

[Hoekstra, 2008]

►►►► Reduction of the operational water footprint:
- water saving in own operations.

►►►► Reduction of the supply-chain water footprint:
- influencing suppliers;
- changing to other suppliers;
- transform business model in order to incorporate or better control 
supply chains.

►►►► Promote business/product transparency
- Water footprint reporting 
- Shared standards
- Labelling of products
- Certification of businesses
- Benchmarking
- Quantitative footprint reduction targets

Business perspective



WF policy framework

Government perspective

►►►► Embed WF analysis in national water policy making (statistics, water plans) 
indicator beyond GDP

►►►► Promote coherence between water and other governmental policies:
environmental, agricultural, energy, trade, foreign policy.

►►►► Reduce the own organizational water footprint:

- reducing the water footprint of public services.

►►►► Promote product transparency

►►►► support or force businesses to make annual water footprint accounts and to 
implement water footprint reduction measures.

- e.g. water label for water-intensive products;

- e.g. water-certification of businesses.
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WF Guadiana river basin - green and blue (surface and groundwater)      
- related economic analysis

Spanish regulation (2008) 
requires including the WF 
analysis in the River 
Basin Management Plans 
according to the EU 
WFD.

Existing case studies
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Conclusions

WF assessment: 

►►►► One element to look at when assessing the sustainable use 
of water resources
► Framework to inform and support decision-making
►►►► Inform water allocation decisions at different levels
►►►► Inform cross sectoral policy making
►►►► Build citizen awareness

Better understanding and agreement needed on:

► Grey WF, WF sustainability indicators
► VWT consideration in the Doha Development round (WTO)
► Developing countries



Mission: Promoting sustainable, equitable and efficient water 
use through development of shared standards on water footprint 
accounting and guidelines for the reduction and offsetting of 
impacts of water footprints.

Network: bringing together expertise from academia, 
businesses, civil society, governments and international 
organisations.
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