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To any private business owner,
one of the keys to building and
maintaining a successful and

sustainable enterprise is cost control.
The same concept can and should

be applied to the management of
transmission and distribution of the
water that we put a lot of resources in
to produce.

Howevei what is striking in the
water industry is how little meaningful
effort is given to this topic in practice
on a broad scale. Certainly there
are municipalities and practitioners
that lead the pack in this regard, and
there are numerous conferences and
specialist groups that deal with these
matters, yet it is surprising how few
owners of these systems apply a
systematic approach to monitoring
the fate of each drop of water they
pay for. Perhaps this is due to the
relative affordability of water which,
in itself, is distorted by subsidies and
often does not reflect the true cost of
its factor inputs which include the
capital expenditures on plant and
equipment as well as the personnel,
energy and chemicals for ongoing
operations and maintenance.

Or perhaps it is due to the fact that the
performances of many of our relatively
new systems have not reached crisis
levels yet. Whatever the case, it makes
good sense to keep on top of our
systems’ performance on a continuous
basis so that they can be compared
with their peers (e.g. benchmarking)
and observe when inefficiencies are
occurring, and to what extent, to
formulate and take action.
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Water audit methodologies have
been developed and harmonized
between the International Water
Association (IWA) and American
Water Works Association (AWWA)
and are increasingly being adopted
to help water system owners and
operators undertake a formal
accounting of where the water they
pay for goes. This is the first step
in developing a true understanding
of how the economics of a water
utility function and, from there,
assist in establishing and prioritizing
actions to improve the same.

If there are lessons to be learned
from other regions of the world, it is
that physical water loss (i.e. leakage)
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can be a major factor undermining
these economics and, similar to debt,
can spiral out of control if not checked
early and regularly. (Fig. 1 “Vicious
Cycle”) The estimates for the amount
of water lost around the world,
including North America, are truly
staggering with losses in the range of
30 per cent being common and losses
as high as 60 per cent or more not
uncommon. (Imagine ordering and
paying for a pint of beer, watching
the bartender pour it into a glass only
to dump half of it into the sink before
you get your hands on it!)

One of the great features of applying
intelligent management approaches to
reducing water loss is that the effort
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required to implement them is often
a fraction of the value of the savings
which can be realized. As a result,
there is no increased fiscal burden on
the utility. Moreover, these savings
can be extremely helpful in supporting
other useful expenditures on the
system, controlling tariff increases
and establishing reserves for future
needs. This set of circumstances also
lends itself well to performance-based
contracting structures which reward
contractors for achieving tangible and
desired results, thereby appropriately
aligning their interests with those of
the public.

The control of water loss has broader
implications for society as a whole.
The reduction of leakage can allow
for increases in service areas and
populations or improved levels
of service in regions where this is
critical through more efficient use of
available infrastructure. Perhaps more
convincingly, capital expenditures
on new, or expansions to existing,
infrastructure can be delayed or
avoided as demands are met through
reductions in water loss. In addition,
the stresses on the environment
related to the abstraction of water,
the generation and use of energy in
the production and pumping of water,
and the production of chemicals are
all reduced, and correspondingly,
so is the carbon footprint
associated with these activities.

So, the ingredients for achieving
a triple bottom line (i.e. a win-win-
win scenario) appear to be in place.
Adoption of these methodologies will
bring us further towards achieving
an optimized, efficient and truly
sustainable water sector. Why then has
this seemingly obvious truth not given
rise to any such widespread adoption?

In this article, and elsewhere in
this issue, the value that is placed

on water is and has historically
been inappropriately low; this
matter of formally and systematically
accounting for water has, up to now,
not attracted much attention. This
sentiment is changing with shifting
attitudes, increasing awareness and
significantly increasing water tariffs

although there is generally a long
way to go yet to reach sustainable
levels. It is fully expected that water
and energy prices will continue to
rise both globally and locally, and the
competition for these resources will
grow with increasing population and
urbanization. Thus it stands to reason
that municipalities (and countries) will
be better positioned to handle future
realities from their own competitive
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perspectives if they appropriately
manage resources and infrastructure.
Controlling water loss can be a low-
hanging fruit in this regard. ~
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