
  MAINTAINING PROFITABILITY AND SUPPLY CHAIN SECURITY IN A NEW ERA OF WATER RISK 

These days when companies think of water stress, they think of the ongoing drought in 

California and other western states. For those of us located in the Upper Midwest or in the Great Lakes 

Region, we tend to feel inured from water quantity and event water quality risks. However, recent data 

reveals that the Ogallala Aquifer, which runs from Nebraska to Texas, has dropped more than 15 feet in 

the past 10 years. And despite having access to 20% of the world’s surface freshwater reserves, 

communities in the Great Lakes like Flint, Michigan and Toledo, Ohio battle debilitating water crises 

which ultimate impact business continuity in those municipal service areas. As a result, we need to 

acknowledge that we are surrounded by water risk and need to take the first step in identifying those 

risks. 

Through foresight and common sense business practice, many food and beverage processors have taken 

appropriate steps to identify water-related risks that are material to their operations and implemented 

industry standard water conservation and optimization practices. But how many companies have 

undertaken a comprehensive strategic planning and implementation initiative that covers all areas of 

water risk to direct operations and supply-chains: quality, quantity, regulatory and reputational water-

related risks? 

There is a framework available today, free to use, for you to implement in direct operations and 

throughout your supply chain: the Alliance for Water Stewardship International Water Stewardship 

Standard (“AWS Standard”). It will help you connect the dots of your current water-related efforts and 

conservation measures, add some new ways of thinking about how water creates value for your 

business, and tie it all together in a comprehensive framework that can be certified by a credible, third 

party conformity assessment body.  

The Water Council, a water technical industry cluster group based in Milwaukee, recently signed a 

partnership agreement with AWS to be its North American headquarters and representative of the AWS 

Standard in Canada and the U.S. As a result, AWS-North America seeks to develop water users and 

managers into world-class water stewards who protect and enhance freshwater resources for people 

and nature. In doing so, AWS-North America provides a strategic framework (the “AWS Standard”) to 

water users and managers that can also enhance the business competitiveness while ensuring 

continued, safe and reliable access to water resources which fuel your growth.  

What is the AWS Standard? 

The AWS Standard was developed through an ISEAL compliant, stakeholder-inclusive, 

international process over the course of four years. The Nature Conservancy, World Wildlife Fund, 

Pacific Institute, Nestle, EcoLab, General Mills and others all contributed to the Standard’s development. 

The AWS Standard was publicly released in 2014 and the verification system supporting Standard 

implementation was rolled out at the end of 2015. It is a voluntary, globally consistent standard that 

defines a set of water stewardship criteria and indicators for how water should be managed at a site and 

within the watershed in a way that is environmentally, socially, and economically beneficial. It is not 

prescriptive but rather flexible to account for the unique set of water issues facing sites in geographically 

diverse areas from southern Minnesota to northern Ohio and points beyond. 

http://www.isealalliance.org/


Do you have a water-intensive manufacturing process in a water stressed region? Is your primary 

production facility in a flood plain presenting a business continuity risk? Do you source a primary water-

intensive input from a water scarce region? Are you prepared for loss of municipal water or 

contaminated wells? These are the sorts of issues the AWS Standard will help companies think through, 

address and ultimately mitigate. The best way to view the AWS Standard is as a strategic framework that 

guides companies through a risk mitigation and resource reduction process. 

Knowing the MWFPA membership’s commitment to stewardship, it seems food processors would be 

well-suited for implementing the AWS Standard at key sites within a supply chain. The AWS Standard 

provides water managers with a six-step continual improvement framework that enables sites to 

commit to, understand, plan, implement, evaluate and communicate water stewardship actions. 

 

Implementing the AWS Standard helps sites: 

 Mitigate water risks; 

 Identify and address individual water challenges at sites; and 

 Minimize negative impacts, address shared challenges and maximize positive impacts for 

everyone in the watershed. 

The AWS Standard can be implemented by any site, in any sector, in any watershed in the U.S. The AWS 

Standard is supported by a verification system which enables verification of practices, the use of claims, 

and AWS logos. The verification system recognizes the different levels of performance outlined in the 

AWS Standard and offers independent verification of performance developed by members in a robust 

and credible manner. 

Why is corporate water stewardship needed and how will that enhance the White House goals on 

water?  

The World Economic Forum in 2016 identified water crises as the #1 global risk to business. 

American companies are not immune from this risk. Compounding the risk is that science does not yet 

have a complete understanding of how much water remains in reserve in U.S. aquifers nor is there full 

understanding of the issues imbedded in the connection between groundwater resources and surface 

waters.  



Despite a history of quality municipal water deliver to residential and business customers and apparent 

abundance of freshwater resources to feed industry and agriculture, U.S. water users and policymakers 

are now facing an array of acute water risks that impact not only our environment but also business 

productivity and capacity. Since water resources are shared challenges, they require shared action to 

ensure proper stewardship and availability for generations to come. 

Quite simply as has been witnessed with municipal water crises in Flint and Toledo over the past several 

years, water quality is a problem which needs to be addressed. In a similar manner, drought conditions 

in various parts of the western U.S. are impacting urban growth plans as well as business continuity and 

economic feasibility of water-intensive businesses located in those regions. Adding to the uncertainty 

and overall water risk profile for businesses are new regulatory requirements and conservation 

measures as well as reputational risks for companies perceived as bad water stewards ultimately 

impacting their social license to operate. Unfortunately, by the time these risks manifest themselves and 

are unavoidably material to profitability and sustainability, it can be too late to act. 

As industry advocates and federal and state policymakers seek to identify strategic solutions for 

addressing our shared water challenges and opportunities, AWS-North America has a framework in the 

Standard that is field tested, credible, and internationally compatible in all kinds of industry sector 

scenarios. The AWS Standard can help water-using sites identify and mitigate water-related risks by 

being proactive and staying ahead of the regulatory curve, acting strategically and demonstrating 

leadership in water stewardship. Connecting these individual actions through this water stewardship 

framework can help address watershed-level, and even basin-level water issues which impede municipal 

growth, quality of life and business profitability. 

What is the business case for water stewardship and implementation of the AWS Standard?  

 Institutional investors asked “Big Food” companies in 2015 to “come clean” on water risks. 

Ultimately impacting access and cost of capital according to Ceres. 

 The Carbon Disclosure Project revealed that companies acting to manage water strategically 

perform better financially. 

 Customers are demanding action on water resources and brand differentiation through AWS 

can meet that demand at the supermarket and from industrial processors.  

In 2015, the International Finance Corporation (IFC) and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) jointly stated that 

“traditional water management focuses on efficiency and pollution prevention within the operation, 

thus, water management could be viewed as a passive form of addressing uncertainty by limiting costs 

through on-site actions. Conversely, water stewardship begins to mitigate the uncertainty deriving from 

catchment water risks and preserve water-related value at multiple scales. Thus, it is an active form of 

addressing uncertainty by playing a collaborative role beyond the site in solving the root causes of risk.” 

In short, companies and policymakers need to move beyond simply viewing water as an input that needs 

to be managed, but viewed as an asset that creates value. Additionally, as recent statements from 

institutional investors has shown, water is material to companies and thus needs to be accounted for, 

mitigated, and publicly reported. 

AWS-North America offers the Standard as a “safe space” to engage businesses on addressing shared 

water challenges while also improving their bottom-line. AWS-North America has the global 



partnerships and domestic strength in place through The Water Council to help you achieve your 

business goals and ensure that a water crisis doesn’t swamp your operations.  
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