
Site Water Stewardship 
Framework Guidance

A guidebook to water stewardship for an 
agri-food processor site, irrigation district, 

and other operations in the ag and agri-food 
supply chain.
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Rationale for water stewardship

Water stewardship is the use and safeguarding of fresh water that 
is socially equitable, environmentally sustainable, and 
economically beneficial. 

Being a better water steward requires understanding the context for 
the water your site uses, and taking action based on that.

Why pursue water stewardship?

• Prepare for and manage risks to your operation 

• Demonstrate sustainable resource management to your buyers

• Build beneficial relationships and trust with your local community 

• Strengthen relationships with regulatory agencies

• Save money
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What does water stewardship entail?

Water stewardship is based on five objectives;
1. Good water governance

2. Responsible water use

3. Good water quality

4. Healthy sensitive areas like wetlands (Important Water-related Areas)

5. Safe water, sanitation and hygiene for all

• The Alliance for Water Stewardship (AWS) has worked to describe 
the steps to good water stewardship in detail

• AWS has produced an internationally recognized standard of 
water stewardship, which includes many criteria to follow

• You do not have to meet all the criteria to be a water steward

• Selecting a subset of AWS criteria can still be beneficial for your 
operation and the watershed
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A framework based on the Alliance for Water Stewardship Standard

The AWS standard framework includes 5 key steps1, 
which align with ISO 140012, etc.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
MANAGEMENT 

SYSTEMS
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Process Diagram for Water Stewardship

Water Stewardship Plan
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Purpose for 
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Plan as Necessary
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Step 1: Gather and Understand Step 2: Commit and Plan 

Step 3: Implement Step 4: Evaluate Step 5: Communicate and Disclose



6www.watersmartsolutions.ca

Gather and Understand

• Gather contextual water information about the site’s water use and water on-site (water 
quality, quantity, challenges, and governance for the site)

• Understand the watershed context including geography, water quality, quantity, challenges 
and governance

• Identify and engage relevant stakeholders to understand their water concerns and the 
potential impacts and opportunities within the watershed

• Assess risks, challenges and opportunities (which can be associated with water supply, 
watershed health, corporate image, etc.)

Components of the water stewardship plan

• Watershed context report

• Stakeholder engagement 

• Risks and Opportunities table

Water Stewardship Plan
(including Implementation Plan)

Set Objectives with 
Targets, and Commit to 
Meet or Exceed Targets

Develop Key 
Values and a 
Purpose for 

Water 
Stewardship

Formalize, Commit 
to, and 

Communicate a 
Plan to Address 

Actionable 
Objectives

Gather 
Contextual 

Water Data and 
Information

Identify and Engage 
Stakeholders

Assess Risks, 
Challenges and 
Opportunities
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Gather and Understand
Process recommendations and learnings

Setting up realistic expectations 

• Recommendations
• Use existing maps and site plans as much as possible

• Start with some of the stakeholders and then contact additional stakeholders 
after the first round, not all need to be identified and contacted all at once

• Identifying site risks and opportunities should be an iterative process 

• Think about the site risks, opportunities and implementation actions all 
together, document them in a way that shows the links/connections between 
them 

• If not pursuing full conformance to AWS Standard, document information you 
have directly against the selected criteria 

• If opting to follow the AWS Standard then document information you have 
directly against all the AWS criteria

• Time and resourcing requirements
• This part of the water stewardship standard process is time consuming

• Someone needs to have ownership over the process of compiling information 
and becoming familiar with the AWS Standard criteria and guidelines
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Gather and Understand

Gather Contextual Water Data and Information

AWS Criteria Met 

1.1 (1.1.1, 1.1.2, 1.1.3, 1.1.4)

1.3 (1.3.1, 1.3.2, 1.3.3, 1.3.4, 1.3.5, 1.3.6, 1.3.7, 1.3.8)

1.4 (1.4.1, 1.4.2)

1.5 (1.5.1, 1.5.2, 1.5.3, 1.5.4, 1.5.5, 1.5.6, 1.5.7)

1.8 (1.8.1, 1.8.2, 1.8.3, 1.8.4, 1.8.5)

Identify and Engage Stakeholders

AWS Criteria Met

1.2 (1.2.1)

2.1.1.3

Assess Risks, Challenges and Opportunities

AWS Criteria Met

1.6 (1.6.1, 1.6.2)

1.7 (1.7.1, 1.7.2)

This fully covers the criteria in Step 1 of the AWS Standard.

Gather 
Contextual 

Water Data and 
Information

Identify and Engage 
Stakeholders

Assess Risks, 
Challenges and 
Opportunities
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Commit and Plan 

• Define and commit to water stewardship through a purpose statement – an over-arching 
statement on water stewardship that aligns with the company’s core values

• Define the objectives, actions and outcomes of your water stewardship plan based on 
the understanding of the contextual information gathered

• Develop and formalize the Water Stewardship Plan with implementation actions 
identified  

Components of the water stewardship plan

• One-page summary

• Implementation Plan

Water Stewardship Plan
(including Implementation Plan)

Set Objectives with 
Targets, and Commit to 
Meet or Exceed Targets

Develop Key 
Values and a 
Purpose for 

Water 
Stewardship

Formalize, Commit 
to, and 

Communicate a 
Plan to Address 

Actionable 
Objectives

Gather 
Contextual 

Water Data and 
Information

Identify and Engage 
Stakeholders

Assess Risks, 
Challenges and 
Opportunities
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Commit and Plan 

Develop Key Values and a Purpose 
for Water Stewardship

AWS Criteria Met

2.1 (2.1.1, 2.1.2)

Set Objectives with 
Targets, and Commit to 
Meet or Exceed Targets

Develop Key 
Values and a 
Purpose for 

Water 
Stewardship

Formalize, Commit 
to, and 

Communicate a 
Plan to Address 

Actionable 
Objectives

Set Objectives with Targets, and 
Commit to Meet or Exceed Targets

AWS Criteria Met

2.2 (2.2.1)

Formalize, Commit to, and 
Communicate a Plan to Address 
Actionable Objectives

AWS Criteria Met

2.3 (2.3.1, 2.3.2, 2.3.3, 2.3.4, 2.3.5)

2.4 (2.4.1, 2.4.4)

This fully covers the criteria in Step 2 of the AWS Standard.
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Commit and Plan 

Learnings from the project 

• Recommendations
• Projects that are already underway or in the late planning stages can be 

included as appropriate

• Capture all the ideas for actions and the ones that cannot be completed 
in the initial implementation work can be recorded in a list of long term 
potential actions

• Timing
• Some of the finalization of the plan may be done concurrently with 

starting on implementation actions
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Implement

• Develop an approach to implement the actions in the Water Stewardship Implementation Plan

• Identify metrics to understand if the objectives are being met and develop systems for 
monitoring and measuring against the metrics and reporting on them to internal audiences (e.g. 
management) 

• Conduct the actions

Components of the water stewardship plan

• Implementation Plan

Water Stewardship Plan
(including Implementation Plan)

Monitor Metrics to 
Measure Progress 
Against Identified 

Targets

Implement Plan to 
achieve Objectives

Collect and Track 
Data to Evaluate 
and Update the 

Water Stewardship 
Plan as Necessary

Disclose Water Stewardship 
Governance and Outcomes
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Implement

Implement Plan to 
achieve Objectives

Implement the water stewardship plan to  achieve objectives 

AWS Criteria Met

3.1 (3.1.1, 3.1.2)

3.2 (3.2.1, 3.2.2)

3.3 (3.3.1, 3.3.2, 3.3.3)

3.4 (3.4.1, 3.4.2)

3.5 (3.5.1)

This fully covers the criteria in Step 3 of the AWS Standard.

3.6 (3.6.1, 3.6.2)
3.7 (3.7.1, 3.7.2)
3.8 (3.8.1)
3.9 (3.9.1, 3.9.2, 3.9.3, 3.9.4, 3.9.5) 
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Evaluate

• Targets are measured using metrics

• Evaluate the progress of the water stewardship plan based on targets and metrics and 
update them as appropriate

• Feedback allows continuous improvement of operations

Key Documents

• Metrics tracking document

Water Stewardship Plan
(including Implementation Plan)

Monitor Metrics to 
Measure Progress 
Against Identified 

Targets

Implement Plan to 
achieve Objectives

Collect and Track 
Data to Evaluate 
and Update the 

Water Stewardship 
Plan as Necessary

Disclose Water Stewardship 
Governance and Outcomes
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Evaluate

Monitor Metrics to 
Measure Progress 
Against Identified 

Targets

Collect and Track 
Data to Evaluate 
and Update the 

Water Stewardship 
Plan as Necessary

Monitor metrics to measure progress against 
identified targets

AWS Criteria Met

4.1 (4.1.1, 4.1.2)

4.2 (4.2.1, 4.2.2)

4.3 (4.3.1, 4.3.2, 4.3.3)

This fully covers the criteria in Step 4 of the AWS Standard.

Collect and track data to evaluate and update 
the water stewardship plan as necessary

AWS Criteria Met

4.4 (4.4.1, 4.3.2)
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Communicate and Disclose

• Report progress and metrics internally on a regular basis 

• Communicate water stewardship progress to stakeholders and potentially more broadly

• Management decisions should include consideration of the success, or lack-thereof, against 
targets, if updates or additional water stewardship actions are needed these should be 
included in planning and result in updates to the Water Stewardship Plan

Water Stewardship Plan 
(including Implementation Plan)

Monitor Metrics to 
Measure Progress 
Against Identified 

Targets

Implement Plan to 
achieve Objectives

Collect and Track 
Data to Evaluate 
and Update the 

Water Stewardship 
Plan as Necessary

Disclose Water Stewardship 
Governance and Outcomes
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Communicate and Disclose

Disclose Water Stewardship 
Governance and Outcomes

This fully covers the criteria in Step 5 of the AWS Standard.

Disclose water stewardship governance and outcomes

AWS Criteria Met

5.1 (5.1.1)

5.2 (5.2.1)

5.3 (5.3.1)

5.4 (5.4.1, 5.4.2)

5.5 (5.5.1, 5.5.2, 5.5.3)
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A closer look at the criteria in the AWS Standard

• Each criteria identified previously by a number has a description 
and indicators in the AWS Standard

• With the understanding of the process of water stewardship, 
reviewing the criteria will help you understand what will be 
involved

• The following pages provide a closer look at the criteria
• On the left of each page there are high-level self-assessment questions,

matched to each criteria (listed on the right of the page) for each of the 
five steps of water stewardship

• Read the list of questions to gauge how well your operation is 
already doing water stewardship
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