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W ater  is becoming an 

increasingly limited 

resource. Its availability, 

in terms of quantity and quality, 

is jeopardized by the growing 

pressures from human activities 

and, most recently, by climate 

change. The importance of having 

access to water is increasing in 

both developing countries and the 

western world, where water has 

become one of the scarce resources 

in production processes and, as a 

result, is increasing in value.

Introduction
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The efficient management of water resources is a crucial 

issue. Companies will have to face up to this issue in the 

coming years, also with regard to adaption measures to 

respond to inevitable climate and environmental changes.

As far as water supply is concerned, industrial and agri-zootechnic usage represents an 

extremely relevant share of total water demand: the agri-food industry has a notably 

high water footprint, and the quality of the water resource has a significant impact on 

product quality.

From these considerations the European project AQUA-LIFE Adoption of Quality water 

Use in Agro-industry sector (2011-2013) took shape with the intention to collect, evalu-

ate and disseminate in the agroindustrial sectors the best practices and methodological 

tools for more efficient use of water, already in use at national and international levels.

The purpose of the guidelines is to make the model 

and experience gained throughout the LIFE + AQUA 

project, carried out in the Emilia-Romagna region 

with financial contribution by the European Union, 

replicable.

As this is a complex project, with many partners, public and private, and intersecting 

administrative, political and management dimensions of a regional area, the guidelines 

describe both the process enabled, including its objectives and operational phases, as 

well as the tools used, highlighting the things to watch out for and the possible im-

provements.

The guidelines are structured as follows: the first chapter, “Why AQUA”, presents the be-

nefits of the AQUA process for the territory and public policies, and the benefits for the 

industries. The main objective of this first section is to provide an overview of the AQUA 

partnership and the advantages of its replication in one’s own territory.

The second chapter describes the public-private partnership model (hereinafter PPP), 

which was the starting point in planning AQUA, according to the definition of the New 

Social Partnership provided by Copenhagen Centre, and the related tools.

The third chapter includes a step-by-step description of the process for implementing 

the AQUA partnership, as shaped on the basis of the LIFE+ project experience, trying to 

identify the most relevant methodological categories necessary to replicate it, providing 

specific examples and indications to maximize the chances of success of the process. 

The AQUA experience in the Emilia-Romagna region was strongly characterised by the 

peculiarities of the environmental, territorial and agro-industrial situation in which it 
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was developed. For this reason the structure of the process described in the chapter 

was intentionally kept as simple and clear as possible, in order to provide a step-by-step 

guide for anyone wishing to replicated the AQUA partnership in a different context. From 

the onset, different levels of commitment by the public agency promoting the partner-

ship have been provided for, so as to make it possible to activate the process in different 

forms, therefore making it accessible to all on the basis of the resources available. 

Finally, the fourth chapter, starting from the reference model, illustrates how it was 

replicated in the Emilia-Romagna region thanks to a focus on the case-study of the 

LIFE+ AQUA project. The different sections describe the actors of the partnership, how 

they were chosen, their roles and tasks in the process, the objectives of the Water Alli-

ance – the policy document formalising the partnership – the tools used and the results 

of the process, in quantitative and qualitative terms. This chapter provides an in-depth 

look at the process thanks to the description of its actual implementation: here again, 

some tips culled from experience have been provided, which may be helpful for those 

who would like to replicate the partnership structure described here.

Finally, the conclusions are focused on PPPs application potential and, in general, on 

participated processes for environmental improvement and the tools used in AQUA, main 

multiplier levers in different contexts and possible developments in the field of gov-

ernance and regulation.



AQUA is a public-private 

partnership for 

the innovation of 

industrial processes in the agri-

industrial sector with a particular 

focus on water consumption and 

waste reduction, in the frame 

of a broader commitment for 

environmental, economic and social 

sustainability.

Why AQUA?
1
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The key objectives are two: to reduce water waste and to preserve water resource qual-

ity. As a matter of fact, correct use of water will determine the future sustainability and 

competitiveness of companies in the sector and the socio-economic fabric of the areas 

where they are situated. In particular, the AQUA partnership channels the joint efforts of 

companies, local entities and research institutions in a synergistic process that material-

ises into a series of beneficial effects for the territory and for companies.

Benefits for the territory and public policies

AQUA contributes to water saving and waste reduction 

through more efficient and sustainable water use.

Moreover, it: 

 ensures greater protection and safeguards water resources at an agricultural 

and industrial level;

 makes it possible to actually do something about the quality of water use in 

the different agro-industry sectors, reducing consumption and improving effi -

ciency;

 enables dialogue between local entities, research institutions and  companies 

ensuring the exchange of know-how and skills; 

 contributes, in the context of this dialogue, to the promotion of innovations in 

water governance policies.

Benefits for companies
 It falls within Corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies with a focus on the 

protection and conservation of natural resources;

 in respecting and protecting the quality of water resources it contributes to the 

quality of agro-industry products;

 it encourages technological innovation and management processes which, fre-

quently, have positive economic results;

 it makes a positive impact on corporate image.
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Thanks to an easy-to-use tool, the Water Saving Kit 

also:

 enables companies to assess their compliance with current water resources 

regulations, analyse their processes, monitor their water consumption and com-

pare it with sector benchmarks;

 allows companies to learn about water conservation technologies, best prac-

tices and measures, assess their effi ciency margins and  the payback period of 

investments related to their implementation; 

 fi nally, it helps the company to develop an action plan to defi ne the annual 

objectives to save water and improve water effi ciency.

 



The Public-Private Partnership 

(PPP) is an innovative 

tool for governance 

where public and private actors 

work together to achieve a common 

objective through a so-called “win-

win” synergistic process since both 

sides benefit from it and are able, 

thanks to the two-way interaction, 

to achieve better results than those 

possible through individual action.

Partnership 
Model

2
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The Copenhagen Centre defines PPP as “people and organisations from some combin-

ation of public, business and civil constituencies who engage in voluntary, mutually 

beneficial, innovative relationships to address common societal aims through combining 

their resources and competencies” (Nelson, Jane and Simon Zadek 2000).

According to the Copenhagen Centre there are six key 

principles for the successful outcome of a public-private 

relationship:

 participants coming together specifi cally to achieve societal benefi ts through 

joint actions;

 the search for new approaches and innovative solutions to problems; 

 multi-constituency, which involves the participation of at least two actors from 

different sectors; 

 the voluntary participation of members;

 sharing the costs and benefi ts of the action; 

 the search for a synergistic solution, where the fi nal result is greater than the 

sum of the individual contributions.

Figure 1 shows the general public-private partnership model.

General PPP Model
[Figure 1]
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A public-private partnership is a voluntary process, of a strategic nature and non-regu-

latory. It is based on different levels: value, political, technical, and administrative.

The key steps for the PPP are:

 defi nition of the common objectives;

 preparation of the agreement;

 sharing the KPIs (Key Performance Indicators);

 implementation of the activities and involvement of the management team;

 assignment of responsibilities to public and private management;

 monitoring and evaluation;

 open data and transparency;

 redefi nition of mid-term objectives. 

This partnership may be established through different instruments:

 Memorandum of understanding: an agreement between public entities, to 

which, in various forms, private actors can also participate. It may be in the 

form of a preliminary agreement or a more detailed and more strictly binding 

agreement.

 Framework agreement: an agreement between two or more public authorities 

for the defi nition and performance of works, measures or intervention pro-

grammes that require, for successful completion, integrated and coordinated 

action by the parties and also involve various levels of government (state, re-

gional, provincial, municipal).

 Conventions: these are a tool for coordinating administrative actions provided 

by the Legislature, in order to facilitate the fulfi lment, in the most cost-effect-

ive and effi cient way, of various institutional tasks  (used especially by small 

municipalities and local entities). The conventional instrument is thus useful 

both to ensure coordination of multiple public actors, and to replace the act of 

the authorities, in cases where there are reasons to believe that, with the con-

sent of the recipient, the agreement can be reached in a manner that is more 

effi cient and effective than the unilateral imposition.

 Social Impact Bond: (often called Social Investment Bonds, Social Benefi t 

Bonds or Pay for Success Bond) these are innovative fi nancial instruments used 

by public actors – State, local entities, government agencies – to raise private 

funds for the construction of public utility projects.



The AQUA 
public-private 
partnership: the 
process

3

Phase 1 Setting up the partnership

Phase 2 Definition and implementation 
of the operational tools

Phase 3 Application of the tools by the 
supporters

Phase 4 Involving subscribers and 
broadening the partnership

Phase 5 Verification of the results 
achieved and redefinition of 
objectives

Phase 6 Comunication
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The AQUA public-private partnership follows the six 

key points presented by the Copenhagen Centre men-

tioned in the previous chapter. It, in particular, remains 

unique for the cooperation by public and private entit-

ies of the area, with the common goal to achieve a re-

duction in consumption and waste and to preserve the 

quality of water resources in the agro-industry sector.

This chapter describes the partnership process in its different phases, as shaped on the 

basis of the LIFE+AQUA project experience, according to a simple and schematic struc-

ture that allows the model to be adapted to meet different needs, and offers some prac-

tical suggestions for its implementation. The next chapter presents the AQUA project 

experience in the Emilia-Romagna region, which serves as a case study for replication 

of the process. 

Phase 1 > Setting up the partnership
The first phase involves laying the foundation of the entire project and defining the 

characterising structure. The public-private partnership is in fact the key element of 

the process, giving way to the operational aspects, and in setting it up also involves de-

termining the governance model to be implemented in order to achieve the established 

objectives.

The operational steps to follow in this phase are:

1.1 Preliminary analysis

1.2 Identification of the promoters of the partnership

1.3 Sharing the objectives of the partnership

1.4 Mapping and involvement of the supporters

1.5 Formalization of the partnership
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1.1 Preliminary analysis

The local entity wishing to replicate the AQUA model within its territory must first be 

clear on several elements. In particular:

 what resources are available to invest in the project;

 what is the main aspect that it would like to target (general objective of the 

partnership) and what results it hopes to achieve.

The two points above are very closely linked: the more resources invested in the project, 

the better the results which can be achieved. Especially important, in terms of resources 

to use, the availability of personnel dedicated to the project to follow the aspects related 

to setting up and managing the process, from involvement of the actors, to technical 

support of the partnership, as well as communication and dissemination activities. On 

the basis of these aspects it will then be possible to define the general objective of the 

partnership and the results that can be realistically expected from the project.

In particular, in ascending order of commitment by the local entity:

General objectives of the 
partnership

Expected results
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To raise the awareness of 
companies on water saving 
and waste reduction issues 
in a network approach

Increased awareness and greater knowledge 

about using and saving water among com-

panies in the territory

The initiation of a networking process that 

allows those involved in the partnership to ex-

change information and experiences.

The acquisition of know-
how and good practices 
and increased effi ciency in 
using the resource by the 
companies involved

Awareness of one’s own water consumption 

and the critical factors within the company 

process

Action plans for saving water and reducing wa-

ste, aimed at improving the effi ciency of proces-

ses and adopting best practices.

Signifi cant improvement 
of water resource use in 
company processes and 
subsequent water saving 
and waste reduction with a 
measurable impact on the 
territory

Action plans for saving water and reducing 

waste entailing a signifi cant redefi nition of some 

processes and investments in improved techno-

logies

Sizeable reduction (10%) of water consumption 

and waste by companies involved and process 

innovations
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A fundamental condition for starting a public-private partnership is to have strong polit-

ical support within the local entities, and that the proposal is perceived as strategic for 

the entity, which will make it possible to have the support needed to develop the project. 

For the AQUA project, as described in this chapter, the political commitment is “intrinsic”, 

i.e. the political representative is itself the promoter of the partnership. However, it is 

important to immediately verify this aspect because it is fundamental for any next step. 

Each entity has its own instruments for formalising the so-called political commitment: 

it can be obtained with an official mandate by the councillor or, as happened with the 

AQUA project in the Emilia-Romagna Region, by a council act (Water Alliance approved 

with Resolution no.  245 on 5 march 2012 by the Regional Council). It is important that 

this moment is formalised in order to initiate the subsequent actions and to involve the 

designated working group.

1.2 Identification of the promoters of the partnership

The second step consists in defining which actors to involve as promoters of the part-

nership, according to the skills and competences required and the general objectives of 

the partnership, as defined in the previous step.

The promoters of the partnership, in addition to the local entity deciding to replicate the 

AQUA model in its local context, may be:

Other public administration bodies, with broader or 

narrower terms in respect to the previous entity:  in the fi rst case, the 

public partner will be a lever for the promotion and dissemination of the 

process. In the second case, the partner will have an operational role in 

the implementation and monitoring of the process in its various phases;

Research institutions and environmental 

protection agencies, which will  make a scientifi c contribution 

to the process, in terms of analysis of local conditions and critical factors 

related to water resources, setting up operational tools and monitoring 

the process as a whole;

Trade associations, key for the classifi cation of the 

entrepreneurship of the area and its characteristics and unique features, 

as well as for acting as a go-between for the involvement of the 

supporters and the other companies that may join the partnership at a 

later date.  They will also have an important role in the implementation 

of the different phases of the process at the companies and in assessing 

the suitability of the tools in their application in the company;
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Different types of technical experts, in particular it 

is important to have partners experienced in project management, to 

manage the administrative aspects, and – based on the general objectives 

of the partnership and the expected results- it may appropriate to involve 

experts in technologies and processes of the agro-food industry.

1.3 Sharing the objectives of the partnership

Once the partnership has been set up for as far as the promoters are concerned, based 

on the contribution that each one can provide in terms of resources and skills, the 

general objective of the partnership will be laid down in a series of specifi c shared 

objectives. It is important that partners also defi ne what the expected results are in 

order to be able to monitor the process and communicate them in a straightforward 

manner to the outside world.

1.4 Mapping and involvement of the supporters

For the process to be successful, it is extremely important to involve the supporters, 

i.e. a group of local companies that support the objectives of the partnership and de-

cide to take part in the process, when setting up the partnership. The supporters, by 

testing it in their corporate environment, will contribute to refi ning the process and 

the project tools, thanks to direct experience. They will also play a key role in dissem-

inating the partnership and involving other businesses (phase 4 – involving subscribers 

and broadening the partnership).

The involvement of representative associations, on a national, local and sectoral level, 

in the partnership will facilitate the mapping of the businesses operating in the territ-

ory and make it possible to identify and involve representative actors within produc-

tion chains. The mapping and selection criteria used to identify potential supporting 

companies, may include the size of the company, location on the territory and the 

complexity of the production process. This is in view of the fact that larger businesses 

can have pulling power on other companies in the area and that facilities in close 

proximity to each other is a precondition for water reuse. 

1.5 Formalization of the partnership

The partnership is formalised by signing a policy document that contains the general 

objectives of the partnership and the specifi c objectives, defi nition of the actors in-

volved, their role and commitments, and the expected results.
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Suggestions

The selection of promoting partners is an important aspect for the 

success of the project. It is a good idea to map all actors that poten-

tially could get involved and to select those that are able to make the 

best contribution to the general objectives of the project.

Equally important is the choice of supporting partners. They will 

be the “sponsors” of the partnership at the member companies and 

their contribution in testing and refining the project tools is crucial. 

The choice should lean towards companies already sensitive to en-

vironmental issues and CRS (corporate social responsibility) and able 

to act as drivers for dissemination of the project.

The involvement of companies can be facilitated through individual 

and group meetings, organised by partner associations, focused on 

presenting the project, its objectives and partnership opportunities.

It’s a good idea to identify the specific objectives and expected res-

ults that are realistic and will ensure successful project results: dur-

ing verification of the results more ambitious objectives can be re-

defined once the process has been tested (see Phase 5).

The policy document for formalising the partnership should be clear 

and concise, enshrining the key aspects of the process: general ob-

jective and specific shared objectives, actors, roles and commitments.
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Phase 2 > Definition and 
implementation of the 
operational tool

NB: this phase should be started at the same time as 

step 1.3 of Phase 1, in order to be able to present a clear 

picture to the supporters of not only the specifi c objectives 

and expected results, but also the tools for achieving them.

The project tools are defined based on the specific objectives of the partnership and on 

the expected results. Establishing the role and contribution of each partner is funda-

mental in setting up the tools.

As a minimum, these should include:

 a support tool for the business network (web portal, newsletter, etc.), used to 

exchange knowledge and best practices;

 a review on current regulations and the possibility to verify compliance to reg-

ulations;

 information on best available technologies and best practices in the sector.

In addition to these, the following tools may be provided:

 an application tool to analysis water consumption at the company, identify the 

critical factors and improvement margins;

 a support tool for the technical and economical evaluation of the scheduled in-

terventions;

 a format for companies to explain the objectives of saving water and reducing 

waste and the planned operating procedures;

 a logo to convey the project’s image and the acceptance by the companies to join 

the partnership. 

Suggestions

This phase may include the participation of a panel of experts who 

work together with the project partners for the definition and im-
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plementation of the project tools, and also in refining them based on 

the findings during their application (see Phase 3).

During the definition of the tools of the partnership it may be help-

ful to have a preliminary discussion with the supporters in order to 

get initial feedback on if they actual suit company circumstances. 

You should take into consideration the different companies in the 

territory, on the basis of both the relevant production chain, as well 

as the size of the company and technological level of the processes, 

so as to adapt the tools on the basis of different needs.

One-to-one audits from this point of view provide the best results in 

terms of effectiveness for the definition of the water conservation 

objectives by the companies and the identification of the operating 

procedures.

Phase 3 > Application of the tools 
by the supporters

The companies involved in the partnership as supporters agree to be the first ones to test 

the AQUA process within their company, thus implementing the project tools.

This phase is extremely important for the success of the project and for achieving the es-

tablished objectives and results, because it permits the process and the previously estab-

lished operational tools to be tested. Thanks to the direct experience and discussion with 

the supporting companies it will be possible to check the functionality of the tools for 

the specific objectives established beforehand, and their subsequent refinement. During 

this phase it will be possible to review and refine the operational tools of the project, 

possibly with the support of the panel of experts, if included in previous phases.

Expert assistance to the companies in the implementation of the tools will ensure a true 

partnership, and also make it possible for the supporters to share the process with other 

companies in the area and contribute to their education and support (refer to Phase 4).
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Suggestions 

It is important to invest in the assistance provided to the supporting 

partners, in their training and to ensure their visibility because of the 

project (refer to Phase 6). As a matter of fact, they will be an example 

for other companies in the area and therefore serve as drivers to 

broaden the partnership.

The use of water audits at the supporters will allow a greater focus 

on production processes, applicable immediately to improve the pro-

ject tools.

It is useful to provide for the collection and in-depth study of bench-

mark data to implement with the involvement of companies.

Assistance activities should also include the facilitation of joint 

meetings between the companies and promoters (in particular the 

public part of the partnership) to highlight the problematic issues of 

the various sectors and the applicability of shared solutions.

Phase 4 > Involving subscribers and 
broadening the partnership

Once the process tools have been tested and redefined, thanks to the contribution of 

the supporters, it will be necessary to provide for broadening the partnership through 

the involvement of other companies in the territory, so as to maximise dissemination of 

the process and ensure achievement of the established objectives and resulting benefits.

The contribution by supporters in this phase is important in terms of example, ability to 

deliver the project to other companies and provide support in its implementation.

Other companies in the territory join the partnership by signing the policy document and 

subsequently sharing the objectives of the projects and accepting the relative commit-

ments.
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Suggestions

It is important to continue supporting the public-private partner-

ship at companies in the territory even after the project has been 

completed through continued promotion at the companies and by 

involving other business associations as well.

With the objective to strengthen measures for promoting involve-

ment in the Water Alliance it is a good idea to define a series of 

benefits for subscribers, which may include training and technical 

assistance, communication tools and further opportunities for visib-

ility. For this purpose it is advisable to build on the AQUA experience 

within the environmental chapters of regional and European plan-

ning.

Phase 5 > Verification of the results 
achieved and redefinition 
of objectives

NB: from this phase, in the context of a cyclic 

process, it will be possible to return to Phase 2.

Verification of the results will be carried out from two perspectives:  verification of the 

results of the partnership, in terms of internal (common to the partners) and external 

benefits (benefits for the territory and public policies), the capability to involve other 

actors in the partnership, and its dissemination through enlargement to subscribers.

It will then be necessary to verify the application of the operational tools, and the valid-

ity of the results achieved on the basis of the general objectives of the partnership, the 

specific objectives and those that were the expected results.

From these considerations it will be possible to draw up new specific objectives, in light 

of the experience, and accordingly increase and redesign the operational tools, in a cyclic 

process which will start from Phase 2.
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Suggestions

Provide a specific moment for the promoters of the partnership to 

exchange views, to verify the results of the process implemented and 

to pool together the different points of view and experiences. 

Arrange a time to meet with the supporters: their opinion is essen-

tial for checking the results of the partnership and the definition of 

improvement actions.

It is extremely important to share the results achieved through the 

operational tools with all stakeholders (local bodies, companies and 

citizens) for the dissemination and optimisation of the process im-

plemented.

Phase 6 > Communication

NB: this phase should be started at the beginning of 

the project and continue throughout its life cycle.

Communication is a key aspect for the process to be successful: as a matter of fact, this 

is the tool used to present the objectives of the partnership and its structure, and will 

enable the best results in terms of involvement by both supporters and subscribers as 

well as for making the process known throughout the territory.  Furthermore, commu-

nicating the results of the partnership to citizens and stakeholders is very important as 

it raises awareness on water saving and waste reduction issues and spreads the practical 

experience.

Several of the tools that may be provided are:

 project website;

 project logo;

 press conferences and press releases;

 promotion of the project through public campaigns and printed material (bro-
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chures, flyers, poster, project reports, etc.);

 articles in specialist journals, consumers’ association publications, etc.

Suggestions

It is essential to develop a communication campaign that covers the 

entire life cycle of the project, with key moments when to weigh in 

with press releases and press conferences.

It is important to communicate the value of the results achieved by 

the partnership during various phases of the project, starting from 

formalisation of the agreements, the joining of new actors, testing 

tools and verification of the results achieved.
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Partnership background

As already mentioned, the connection between industry 

and the use of water resources is extremely important in 

economic and environmental terms. 

The latest available estimates concerning industrial consumption and withdrawal from the 

various water sources in the Emilia-Romagna Region refer to 2008-2009: these values can 

be considered to be representative also for the current period, or even overestimated, given 

the continuing economic crisis that has resulted in a general decline in manufacturing. 

Industrial sector
Overall, it has been estimated that the industrial sector consumes about 248 Mm3/year 

of water 

The estimated water supply provided by civil waterworks for industrial use is 44 Mm3/

year, withdrawal from surface waters is 53 Mm3/year and withdrawal from groundwater 

is 151 Mm3/year. 

Industrial water supply

Civil waterworks Surface water Groundwater

44 Mm3/year 53 Mm3/year 151 Mm3/year

The total water withdrawal for industrial use corresponds to about 11% of the regional 

total (agriculture 66%; civilian 23%); however, if you refer to extraction of groundwater, 

their bearing is even greater, i.e. equal to 25%.( 1).

Over the last forty years, there has been a steady decline in industrial water usage: The 

Water Plan in 1978 assessed (in 1975) the demand to be 646 Mm3/year; the fact-finding 

phase for the completion and updating of the Plan for the protection and best use of 

water resources in Emilia-Romagna indicated (in 1990) the demand to be 564 Mm3/year; 

the Water Protection Plan of 2005 estimated (in 2000) the demand to be 278 Mm3/year.

1 The two incidence rates of 11 and 25% are taken from the 2005 Water Protection Plan and refer to the year

2000; assessments for 2010 will be available during the updating phase of the Water Protection Plan.

4.1
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Trends in industrial water consumption (estimates)

1975 1990 2000 2008-2009

646 Mm3/year 564 Mm3/year 278 Mm3/year 248 Mm3/year

The sizeable reductions shown are linked to both the gradual streamlining of industrial 

processes, and the decline of some productions with high water demands (e.g. the paper 

and sugar industry).

Agri-food sector
The agri-food sector in Italy, and especially in the Po Valley which features large areas 

involved in agri-food production and processing, sees the co-existence of intensive and 

industrialised productions and realities that makes the territorial presence and the de-

velopment of local products their main activity. 

For the agri-food industry, current consumption has be estimated to be 94 Mm3/ year, 

equal to 38% of the total industrial consumption, therefore making this the most water 

demanding type of production (in comparison, the estimated demand for the chemical 

and refining industry is 37 Mm3/year, while for glass, ceramics and bricks it is 19 Mm3/

year). 

Also for the agri-food industry the estimates available concerning the development of 

demands over the past forty years show a considerable decline, even if in a much lower 

proportion than industrial activities as a whole:  compared to the current 94 Mm3/year, 

the Water Plan estimated (in 1975) consumption to be about 110 Mm3/year, while the 

2005 Protection Plan indicated (in 2000) 103 Mm3/year of consumption.

Agri-food sector water consumption

1975 2000 2008-2009

110 Mm3/year 103 Mm3/year 94 Mm3/year

In relation to the assessments available, the most water demanding types of production 

related to the agri-food industry (not only due to the specific water demands of the in-

dustrial processes, but also for the composition of the productions themselves) include 

the canning industry (31 Mm3/ year), the slaughtering and meat processing industry (14 

Mm3/ year) and the dairy product industry (12 Mm3/year).  
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Water consumption by agri-food sector (estimated) 

Canning Meat Dairy

31 Mm3/year 14 Mm3/year 12 Mm3/year

The AQUA PPP as tested during the LIFE+ project in the Emilia-Romagna region, is char-

acterised by the cooperation between public and private actors in the territory, united in 

the objective to achieve innovation of production processes of companies in the agro-in-

dustrial sector, with a particular focus on water consumption and waste reduction, in the 

frame of a broader commitment for environment, economic, and social sustainability. 

This is put into practice in the Water Alliance.

The policy document for Water Alliance contains the shared objectives of the AQUA pub-

lic-private partnership (AQUA PPP), the definition of the actors, along with their role and 

commitments. First of all, it was approved through a council act of the Emilia-Romagna 

Region (Resolution of the Regional Council no. 245 of 5 March 2012), to ensure the 

political commitment mentioned in phase 1 of the previous chapter. Its acceptance and 

signing by all partners therefore marked the first step in implementing the partnership.

Through the signing of the Water Alliance, it was possible to effectively transfer and 

apply a “good practice” resulting from the INTERREG IV-C project WATER CoRe - Water 

scarcity and droughts; coordinated actions in European regions, whose main objective 

is to provide a platform to exchange experiences between European Regions on water 

scarcity and drought issues. During the exchange of “good practices”, the Emilia-Ro-

magna Region (project partner) identified several experiences of particular interest, in-

cluding the adoption of a public-private partnership based on innovative communication 

tools and territorial and environmental promotion (using specific logos, a tool described 

in section 4.3, for example), developed by the region of Aragon (Spain). Selected by 

Emilia-Romagna as a “good practice” that can realistically be transferred within the ter-

ritory, it was suitably adapted to the regional context and then laid down in the Water 

Alliance of the AQUA Project. This was found to be an efficient and functional way to 

not only successfully start  the process for applying the “good practices” of WATER CoRe 

considered deployable in the Emilia-Romagna area, but also to create a strong and active 

synergy between the two European projects.

The next page shows the tested partnership model, including the actors, tools, and en-

vironmental benefits.
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Actors

The actors involved in Water Alliance are divided into:

PROMOTERS
Promoters include public entities, research institutions, trade associations and technical 

experts.

The promoters for the Emilia-Romagna Region were:

 » ARPA Emilia-Romagna – Centro Tematico Regionale Acque Interne, 

 » Regione Emilia-Romagna – Assessorato all’Ambiente e Riqualifica-

zione Urbana, 

 » Legacoop Emilia-Romagna, 

 » Legacoop Agroalimentare Nazionale, 

 » Legacoop Agroalimentare Nord Italia, 

 » Indica S.r.l.

They aim to promote adherence to the partnership by other companies and other actors 

in the territory, in order to raise awareness on the use of water resources, environmental 

sustainability and corporate social responsibility, through the distribution of informa-

tion and the promotion of tools and good practices, also encouraging synergies with 

innovation workshops focusing on sustainability in the area that can provided useful 

technological solutions.

An application tool, the water savings kit, has been developed in order to meet the ob-

jectives of the partnership. This tool is described in detail in the next section.

The promoters have the task to disseminate the water savings kit, free of charge, pro-

mote use of the kit at participating companies, monitor implementation and evaluate the 

results. They also agree to provide scientific and methodological support, either directly 

4.2
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or using specially selected technicians and experts, to provide appropriate training to 

the participants and to work together with the subscribers in the development of final 

interventions, encouraging synergies and cooperation among all members of the part-

nership and the local producers of environmental protection technologies and services. 

Their role in providing support also includes the possibility to inform subscribers about 

any opportunities for funding, subsidies, economic incentives, public and private, that 

they learn about.

In terms of communication, the promoters will publicise the initiatives developed within 

the framework of the Alliance and the results achieved in terms of reducing water con-

sumption in the agri-food sector, as well as supporting the path proposed by the Alliance 

over time, using the tools and actions that the promoters consider most appropriate and 

effective to encourage further enhancement initiatives. 

SUPPORTERS
Supporters include a group of companies in the area which, by sharing the objectives of 

the partnership and believing in the model, are committed from the initial phases of the 

process to providing their assistance and support and ability to disseminate it to other 

local companies in the area.

The supporters for the Emilia-Romagna Region were: 

 » Cooperativa Terremerse, 

 » Granarolo, 

 » Fruttagel, 

 » Cooperativa Agricola Cesenate, 

 » Italcarni.

They aim to encourage participation in the partnership by other companies and actors 

in the area, acting as spokespersons of the project. Their commitment involves raising 

awareness on the use of water resources, environmental sustainability and corporate so-

cial responsibility through the distribution of information and promoting the tools and 

practices. In this sense, they may also encourage synergies with innovation workshops 

focusing on sustainability in the area, which can provide useful technological solutions 

and encourage synergies and cooperation among those adhering to the partnership and 

the local producers of environmental protection technologies and services. As support-

ers of the partnership, they take an active role in the process. They are the first to use 
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the water saving kit, testing its effective functionality and thus acquiring the necessary 

skills which will enable them to work together with the subscribers to complete the final 

interventions. Finally, they are also committed to publishing the initiatives developed 

under the Alliance and the results achieved in terms of reducing water consumption in 

the agri-food sector.

SUBSCRIBERS
These are the companies and other actors in the territory who voluntarily decide to par-

ticipate in the partnership. This happens by signing a specific Charter of Commitments 

and the consequent application of the water saving kit, as well as undertaking the com-

mitments and objectives to reduce water consumption in the agri-food sector stipulated 

with the adoption of a specific Action Plan.

The subscribers for the Emilia-Romagna Region were: 

 » Cantina Villa Bagnolo (FC), 

 » Cantina i Colli Romagnoli (RA), 

 » Cantina Le Romagnole (RA), 

 » CONAPI (BO), 

 » Caseifi cio Santa Vittoria (PC), 

 » UNIPEG – Castelcarni (RE), 

 » Cevico (RA), 

 » Grandi Salumifi ci Italiani (MO), 

 » Agribologna (facility in San Pietro in Casale),

 » Apofruit (facility in Cesena) 

The subscribers sign the Charter of Commitments, and thus formally adhere to the path 

proposed. They use the water saving kit made freely available as part of the AQUA part-

nership and then present their commitments to the promoters and supporters, laying 

down, in a specific Action Plan, targets to reduce water consumption which are signi-

ficant, tangible, measurable and verifiable. Therefore, they will make available and share 

the results with the promoters, in order to assess their quality and effectiveness, and 

update the promoters on an annual basis on the commitments, objectives and results. 

The subscribers also agree to promote, insofar as possible, jointly and with the coopera-
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tion of the promoters and supporters, the development and implementation of programs 

to educate, raise awareness and train its employees, suppliers and, in wider terms, the 

community on water conservation issues. They will cooperate with the other subscribers, 

promoters and supporters of the partnership to strengthen the individual and combined 

effectiveness of the policies and measures adopted, and promote, through their activ-

ities, behaviours geared towards environmental sustainability and water saving among 

shareholders, suppliers and collaborators.

In the case of the Emilia-Romagna Region a series of benefits whe-

re provided to subscribers as a result of signing the Water Alliance. By 

adopting and implementing the tools included in the water saving kit in-

side their companies and agreeing to share the results achieved with the 

promoters, they had the opportunity to take advantage of the following 

benefits:

 » free use of the “AQUA – Mi applico” logo according to the rules listed 

in Annex A of the Water Alliance;

 » free participation in training sessions and in-depth workshops orga-

nized by the project team;

 » free use of the submission plaque;

 » publication of their names on the whole set of paper, multimedia and 

online communication and dissemination material made available by 

the project promoters;

 » publication of their name in the list on the AQUA Project website;

 » direct participation or the right to be represented through editorial 

materials for local and international communication and dissemina-

tion events organised and to be organised by the project partners  in 

2012 and 2013.
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PANEL OF EXPERTS
It is important that the commitment to reducing water usage is based on up-to-date 

knowledge and the best technology. For this reason, the panel was formed by a group of 

Italian experts on saving water in the green economy. Its primary purpose was to provide 

a platform to share the experiences and expertise of each of the members, in order to 

create a valid network of experts to follow and support the process in its design and 

implementation.

The Panel of experts for the Emilia-Romagna Region was composed of:

 » Bardasi Gabriele – Arpa, 

 » Battilani Adriano – Consorzio Bonifi ca Canale Emilia Romagna – CER, 

 » Benatti Leonardo – Unipeg, 

 » Cancila Enrico – Ervet, 

 » De Carli Alessandro – Bocconi, 

 » Di Stefano Mirella – Granarolo, 

 » Dondi Francesco – Laboratorio Enviren, 

 » Farina  Roberto – Enea, 

 » Marchetti Enrico – Federalimentare Roma, 

 » Masotti Luigi – Ing. Sanitaria Ambientale Università di Ferrara, 

 » Mazzini Claudio – Coop Italia, 

 » Nannetti Marco – CEVICO, 

 » Pasini Pietro – Crpv, 

 » Mantovi Paolo – Crpa, 

 » Quetti Alex – Granarolo, 

 » Ramadori Roberto – Cnr, 

 » Rau Concetta – Nomisma, 

 » Russo Francesco – Ancc-Coop, 

 » Santi Francesco – Geetit, 

 » Scipioni Antonio – Università di Padova – ARPAV-Cesqa
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The Panel works together with the Promoters and Supporters of the partnership during 

the different phases of the AQUA process, supporting them with their specific skills. In 

particular, at any early stage they will help to define the context in which they intend 

to operate, helping the partners to identify the pillars and key issues of Water Economy, 

understood as the optimisation of water resources in the market, in the production pro-

cesses and in its different uses.  This makes it possible to limit the tools required by com-

panies to remain competitive in a changing environment, by providing the framework 

necessary for the subsequent definition of the toolkits that will be provided to compan-

ies. Once the toolkit has been defined for the companies, it will be presented to the Panel 

for feedback, so that it can be perfected during the pre-test phase. Likewise, the Panel is 

involved in the assessment of the results of the application of the kits by companies, in 

particular as regards the water saving strategies included in the action plans. Based on 

the initial results achieved it may be possible to move on, with the collaboration of the 

Panel, to the definition of the areas of implementation of the tools and AQUA process.
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Objectives of the partnership

The general objective of the Water Alliance is the in-

novation of industrial processes in the agri-food sector 

with a particular focus on water consumption and waste 

reduction, in the frame of a broader commitment for 

environmental, economic and social sustainability.

The specific objectives of the Water Alliance are:

 to create an effi cient form of cooperation between the promoters and agri-food 

system in the territory to contribute, at a local level, to the sustainable use of 

water resources and the reduction of its usage in the agri-food industry; 

 to promote an integrated territorial integration approach involving all the main 

players within the production chain in order to take full advantage of the pos-

sibility to reuse water and increase environmental effi ciency;

 the diffusion and application of the water saving kit;

 to raise local community awareness on water consumption and the measures 

that can be taken to help reduce consumption;

 to facilitate innovation and competitiveness of the local economy by promoting 

water-saving production models and based on a “cradle-to-cradle” approach;

 to promote knowledge building and exchange good practices at a local level, 

with a view to continuing education and active cooperation between the eco-

nomic system, local entities and stakeholders.

4.3
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Tools

Tools are important for the implementation of the public 

private partnership because they make “working together” 

real and facilitate achievement of common objectives.

The instrumentation of a public private partnership for saving water must include both 

process instruments (to facilitate agreements between partners and provide support for 

monitoring the joint results) and management tools (tools to achieve objectives)

The following tools were used in the AQUA Emilia-Romagna region:

 Charter of Commitments;

 water saving kit;

 water audits;

 ”AQUA- Mi applico” logo.

Charter of Commitments
The Charter of Commitments is the process document where the company formally joins 

the Water Alliance, accepting the contents and commitments. It is signed by the com-

pany’s legal representative, and with his/her signature the company declares to:

 be familiar with the Water Alliance, its contents and objectives;

 recognise the importance of pursuing environmental policies for water saving 

and conservation, at Community, national, regional and local level;

 recognise that investing in water-saving and effi ciency means improving the 

competitiveness and well-being of the territory where the company operates;

 know that the problems resulting from irrational water use and the associated 

waste have an impact on all individuals, businesses, the general well-being of 

the population and on  environmental protection and conservation;

 be aware that the agri-food sector plays a key role in contributing to the con-

crete application of policies and strategies to reduce water consumption;

4.4
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 consider the public-private partnership a valid and effective tool for action.

Furthermore, in light of these considerations, the company agrees to:

 use the water saving kit provided free of charge within the AQUA PPP;

 make the results available and share them with the promoters, in order to as-

sess the effectiveness and effi ciency;

 defi ne objectives for reducing water consumption that are appropriate to the 

nature, size, potential and activities of the company and to disclose them within 

the Alliance;

 plan and implement actions to achieve the aforementioned objectives;

 participate and take a proactive role in exchanging good practices to reduce 

water consumption in production cycles;

 be the fl ywheel of innovation and change towards an economy that supports 

the environment, people and future generations. 

The water saving kit
The water saving kit is a “package” of easy-to-use ad hoc operational tools designed for 

the agro-industry, which makes it possible to convey the knowledge needed for efficient, 

effective, economically sustainable and transparent decision making inside the company.

The kit is designed as a cyclic tool, which supports the user in their analysis and con-

tinuous improvement of water consumption. The cyclic approach allows for the periodic 

evaluation, and reporting the changes accomplished.

It is composed of six thematic sections:

Self-assessment 
of water usage

Water processes and 
plants in the 

agro-food supply chain

Technologies, best 
practices and 

improving measures

Evaluation 
of legislative 
compliancy

Evaluation of 
improvement 
interventions

Action plan
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 1. Evaluation of legislative compliancy

This is the starting point and it is easy to accomplish: by responding to several key 

questions, the program will provide an image of the company’s state of compliance with 

water-related regulations.

The following 5 key areas have been identified for which the company must ensure com-

pliance with the regulations:

 water consumption

 sewage disposal

 agronomic use of sewage 

 internal water recovery

 reuse of treated wastewater and sewage sludge.

For each area, all regulations regulating the use of water sources, on a European and 

local level were collected. The reference regulations are listed at the end of the question-

naire, to allow for targeted investigation. 

 2. Self-assessment of water usage

The second step involves assessing the company’s water consumption by filling in a 

spreadsheet which has been structured with reference to the performance indicators 

provided by GRI sustainability reporting guidelines. 

Companies are required to enter data on:

 water withdrawlals

 discharges

 quantity reused within the production cycle

 average cost of water

 annual productive capacity.

After entering these values, the spreadsheet will provide environmental efficiency in-

dicators (referred to the cost for the water resource) and strategic indicators (referred 

to the water footprint of production); furthermore, by selecting the relevant sector, it is 

possible to view the average consumptions by sector to see where the company stands 

in comparison to them.
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This tool can be periodically reused by each company to assess over time the improve-

ments achieved as a result of the actions implemented.

 3. Water processes and plants in the      

 agri-food supply chain

The third set of tools has to do with the specific characteristics of the different agri-food 

industries, which have been divided into 5 macro sectors: the fruits and vegetables in-

dustry, the meat industry, the dairy product industry, the wine industry and the seed and 

major crops industry. It is possible to view, for each the local production processes, the 

most water thirsty areas and the average consumption rates provided by BAT references 

(documents, produced by the European IPPC Bureau, identifying the best technologies in 

different industrial processes) and by the bibliography of the sector.  These last two are 

used as comparison indicators in the water use assessment tool in point 2: by compar-

ing the company’s own consumption with the average values of companies in the same 

sector, it is then possible to bring to light any critical factors in the production cycle, 

in this way laying the foundations for an accurate assessment of the investments for 

improvement. 

The phases that involve greater use of water are linked directly to water saving sugges-

tions and technologies. 

 4. Technologies, best practices and      

 improving measures

The fourth section contains numerous sheets which present technologies and improve-

ment measures and best practices aimed at saving water in the agri-food sectors con-

sidered.

The improvement measures and best practices are divided and grouped by scope:  

 general measures (applicable to various agri-food sectors);

 specifi c measures for agricultural activities;

 specifi c measures for the wine industry;

 specifi c measures for the meat industry;

 specifi c measures for the fruit and vegetable industry;

 specifi c measures for the dairy industry.

The aim of the attached sheets was to provide the user with an outline of best practices, 
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to a large extent resulting from practical experience in companies of the sector, with the 

object to provide helpful tips on reducing water consumption and increasing efficiency, 

despite being aware of the fact that the complexity of the issue makes it impossible to 

be able to provide comprehensive and “customised” answers for all of the different situ-

ations concerned.     

The improvement measures and best practices presented basically cover the following 

strategic lines:

1. general measures and actions (e.g. the adoption of monitoring and improvement 

programmes), preferably accompanied- if necessary- by meters installed upstream 

from the user or principal users for detailed knowledge on water consumption at 

different phases and over time; 

2. technical measures aimed at reducing consumption through a more efficient use 

of resources, for example by using cleaning technologies that have the same effi-

ciency but consume less water than traditional technologies;

3. technical measures that enable a reduction in consumption thanks to methods for 

recovery and reuse; reuse may happen in the same phases or processes that gener-

ated the waste water, after treatment if necessary, or in other phases or processes 

that require incoming water characterised by lower quality standards.

 5. Evaluation of improvement interventions

To make it easier to choose the actions and investments to implement in order to reduce 

water consumption, two assessment tools were designed concerning the opportunities 

and convenience of the different possibilities identified in point 4. In particular, these 

are:

 a tool to calculate water savings, and therefore economic savings, obtainable 

from the application of different technologies: a spreadsheet, which lists sev-

eral water effi ciency measures that could possibly be implemented in com-

panies of the agro-industrial sector, structured to assess their effi ciency and 

economic sustainability.  To ensure the completeness of the measures provided, 

the spreadsheet is structured in a way that allows for adding any additional 

measures not expressly included therein;

 a tool for evaluating the simple payback period of the investment, consisting of 

a spreadsheet to calculate the years in which the investment will be amortised.

These two tools allow the company to make informed decisions on the actions to plan. 
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 6. Action plan

The Action Plan is what fi nalises the application of the kit and coincides with its last 

step. A format has been prepared called the “Water saving strategy” where the com-

pany reports the results of the self-diagnosis of water consumption and its strategy 

to reduce water consumption, indicating the savings objective, the timeframe, and the 

actions to be taken to achieve the objective, specifying the scope.

The Action Plan must be shared within the Water Alliance as a tangible element of 

commitment for the protection of water resources in the territory. It must be period-

ically reviewed to verify the achievement of the set objectives and improvement of 

the environmental effi ciency of the company. It is also a tool for communication and 

transparency to stakeholders, customers, suppliers, shareholders, etc. with respect to 

commitment and social responsibility and the company’s surrounding area. 

What worked best

The kit is an important support tool for companies who are for the 

first time dealing with water saving in production processes. It al-

lows them to assess regulatory compliance and provides a repres-

entative picture of the impact on water consumption of each phase 

of the process. 

Furthermore, the kit represents a valid reference model for these 

companies with regard to the main data and related indicators 

(eco-efficiency and strategic) that should be identified and mon-

itored in any path towards improving water efficiency. 

The same assessments can be extended to the description of the best 

technologies and practices for saving water included in the kit and 

their function to provide initial guidance to the companies involved 

in the Water Alliance.
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Tips for replicating the tools

During the initial testing phase of the water saving kit several diffi-

culties came to light due to the diversity of the companies involved 

in the project, i.e. the difference in size, production lines and man-

agement organisation.

In particular, the test showed that within each sector the kit is 

easier to use for companies engaged in the industrial or first pro-

cessing sector.  This finding, consistent with the choices made by 

the partner, is the consequence of the difficulty to factor in the vast 

amount of data and information concerning water consumption in 

the primary sector (agriculture and livestock  first and foremost) 

into one self-diagnostic tool for consumption and performance. This 

leads us to consider the need for greater focus of the tool.

The expression of interest by specific sectors of the agri-food market 

has highlighted the need to create specific sectors in the future, so 

that special sectors of the agri-food market can participate in the 

project.
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Water audits
Water audits complete the set of tools used to get companies involved the project, 

where there is the desire and need to more accurately pinpoint the possible areas of 

intervention and improvement related to the issue of water conservation in production 

processes. 

They must be conducted by people outside the companies with proven experience; the 

audit involves analysing data provided by companies, assessing the implementation of 

the performance indicators and preparing a document containing the conclusions of 

this monitoring.

What worked best

This tool makes it possible to focus on the problems of company and 

it is the first step towards improving Action Plans. 

Water auditing at “sample” companies in a general sector generates 

a multiplier effect on other production businesses, thus making it 

possible to easily replicate the results of the audit on more compan-

ies in the same sector.

Tips for replicating the tool

Auditing companies that are geographically close to each other 

makes it possible to jointly evaluate the opportunities and solutions 

to reuse water that involve exchanging water between different pro-

duction facilities.
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The “AQUA – Mi applico” logo
Members of the Alliance are allowed free use a special logo (“AQUA – Mi applico”) at no 

charge. This is intended as a tool to promote and increase visibility of the commitments 

undertaken by participants to reduce water consumption in its agri-food sector.

The rules for using this logo are listed below.

1. Members acquire the right to use the aforementioned logo in all of their products, 

disclosures, advertising campaigns, internal and external publications, web pages, 

newsletters, audiovisual productions and in any other media, during the period of 

validity of the Water Alliance.

2. Promoters reserve the right to revoke the right to use the logo, if it is considered 

improper, inappropriate, inconsistent with and/or harmful to the image, contents 

and objectives of the AQUA PPP and its partners. In the event of revocation of the 

right to use the logo, communication of the event will be provided in writing to 

the member considered responsible. Said member will be required to immediately 

cease the use of the logo, thus losing all the benefits resulting from the signing 

the Alliance.

What worked best

The logo was used as a marketing tool by the companies, which have 

included it within their communication tools.



46 Guidelines 4.Case study: AQUA in the Emilia-Romagna Region

 Tips for replicating the tool

For the logo to be effective it is important to extend, insofar as pos-

sible, its use by companies, involving individuals for different reas-

ons present in the production chain and in particular those who 

have greater contact with the final consumer.
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Results of the partnership

The process set in motion with the AQUA PPP allows companies 

to gain awareness on water resource management within their 

company, and thus to identify the strengths and weaknesses, 

the critical factors and good practices to enhance. By learning 

about the best technologies on the market, the best practices 

and relevant improvement measures, the company is able to 

evaluate the areas of improvement and define the investments 

in terms of time and cost.  The definition of an Action Plan 

makes it possible to turn commitments into water consumption 

reduction objectives that are significant, tangible, measurable 

and verifiable.

Thanks to this process it is possible to achieve sizeable recovery of the water resource, 

increase reuse of the resource in those companies that already have water recycling 

systems and suggest new policies and recovery technologies in places where this system 

was more difficult.

Depending on the characteristics of the company, in particular with regard to the size 

and complexity of the processes, different timeframes can be identified to monitor the 

achievement of water consumption reduction objectives. In particular, a distinction can 

be made between:

 short-term investments, with shorter return on investment times, for which it 

is possible to achieve a reduction in water consumption and an increased water 

recovery rate by about 10%.

 long-term investments (three-year), with longer return on investment times, 

for which it is possible to achieve a reduction in water consumption and an 

increased water recovery rate by about 30%.

The type of intervention to be proposed and the amount of water savings possible is 

substantially different, in relation to the applicable sector and the size of the produc-

tion site. As an example the data can be taken regarding the AQUA PPP tested in the 

Emilia-Romagna region, shown in the table below.

4.5



RRRReeesssuuullttss oooofff tthhee aannnnaallyyysssiiisss ooofff ttthhee AAAAccctttiiiooonn PPlllaaaannn pprreesseeenntteeeddd 
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Percentage 
of water savings

Increase 
in water 
recovery rate

220133--2001166

.5.5%% .1%

Wine

22013-2014

%% .5 %

Fruits and vegetables

2200113-2201155

%% %

Dairy products

22013-22001155

.5.5 %% .3 %%

Meat

220013-2200166

Seeds/major 

crops

%% %
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Several of the lines of action that could be implemented by the companies under the 

Action Plan are reported below and divided by strategic area.

Water balance

 Water auditing

 Installation of manual and/or automatic meters

Water reuse

 Collection and use of rainwater

 Reuse of process water

 Reuse of washing water

 Reuse of cooling water

 Reuse of condensed water

 Reuse of wastewater

Efficiency

 Improving effi ciency of health and hygiene services (e.g.: installing water-effi -

cient plumbing components such as faucet aerators, taps and fi ttings, etc.)

 Improving technology, plant engineering and process effi ciency (e.g.: installing 

technologies, processes and plant engineering systems that lower water con-

sumption and the use of deionised/osmosis water)

 Using products/ consumables that reduce the water demands (reagents, corro-

sion inhibitors, disinfectants, etc.)

 Control and reduction of leaks and waste (e.g.: installing monitoring systems 

such as meters and sensors)

 Reducing water pressure (e.g.: installing low pressure washing systems with 

timers)

 Optimising the times for processes with high water demands (rinsing, washing, 

etc.)

 Application of the MTD/BAT
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Training and information

 Training activities for in-house personnel

 Providing information to in-house and external personnel (suppliers)

A very attractive element in implementing water saving strategies is the sizeable con-

tributions that companies can make in terms of generating positive externalities. This 

happens, first of all, thanks to the water resource savings and waste reduction, but may 

also materialise in more specific actions. For example, an industry that has a specific 

wastewater treatment technology may enable reuse of the water at farms in the area. 

This is particularly important in areas that have limited water available for irrigation 

during certain periods of the year. Wastewater particularly rich in organic substances 

may also be used for energy recovery.

One of the most significant results of the partnership has been reflected in the aware-

ness gained by companies and capacity building. Many of the agri-food companies in the 

Emilia-Romagna area are small or medium-sized, and several of these had not yet had 

the opportunity to think things through in detail and take advantage of external assist-

ance, in respect to water usage issues in the context of industrial processes. Thanks to 

AQUA it was possible to initiate a process of increasing awareness, through the guided 

analyses of individual companies by implementing the tools provided by the project (the 

water saving kit and water audits) and also thanks to targeted training. The larger-sized 

companies, already conscious of the issues in question, had the opportunity to network 

their experiences and knowledge, and act as the “driving force” for other companies in-

volved in the project.

The process put into action reflects the main character-

istics of so-called capacity building, i.e.:

 a continual process of improvement within an individual, organisation or insti-

tution; it is not a one-time event;

 it is essentially an internal process, which may only be enhanced or accelerated 

by outside assistance;

 capacity building emphasizes the need to “build on what exists”, to utilise and 

strengthen existing capacities;

 capacity building takes a long time and requires a long-term commitment from 

all those involved;

 fi nally, the success of capacity building efforts should not be measured in terms 
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of disbursements or outputs, but in terms of sustainability. Long-term changes 

require, to be measured and assessed, a selection of indicators not only of a 

quantitative nature.1 

1Source: “Dossier capacity building: l’evoluzione del concetto. Dalla cooperazione allo sviluppo alla modernizzazione 

delle PA europee” prepared by the Coordinamento Tecnico Programma Empowerment Formez, Roma Formez 2006 

(Italian institute providing support, accompaniment and training to public administrations)



The AQUA project 
has allowed to 

understand, to 

address and highlight the complexity 

and the concrete troubles that 

companies, in the agri-food sector, 

have to deal with in order to improve 

their environmental sustainability in 

terms of water usage.

Conclusions
5

52
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Cooperation among all the stakeholders involved revealed a comprehensive frame of 

the different business entities in the agri-food sector in Emilia-Romagna Region and 

encouraged the adoption of concrete initiatives to improve environmental management.

A strong sensitiveness to the water saving issue has been showed and this sensitiveness 

was concretized in the studies carried out and aimed, measures adopted and interven-

tions aimed to decrease water consumption in the short term or even earlier. The fore-

seen data relative to 400.000 m3/year water savings after the implementation of the Ac-

tion Plans represent a crucial result, consequent to environmental management policies 

that, if well supported by programmes and measures addressed to modify the current 

water resource management, might take on a higher value; in this sense, support and 

cooperation between public entities and private companies results extremely important 

to improve water resource management.

As a matter of fact, the reduction of water 

consumption guarantees not only the safeguard of 

a precious resource, but at the same time it also 

contributes to the reduction of indirect greenhouse 

gases (GHG) emissions.

AQUA represents a new methodological approach also for environmental management 

policies in the agroindustrial sector, since it integrates water saving with the energy 

saving issue; in this sense, technological investments proposed to companies in the 

Action Plans were meant to identify the best techniques to reduce water consumption 

keeping a low energy impact. Moreover, as concerns future developments, the Water 

Alliance represents a fundamental instrument to promote, in the frame of public-private 

partnerships, awareness towards the issue of sustainable water supply in the production 

sector and diffusion of technologies and management practices aimed at saving water.

Moreover, as concerns future developments, the Water Alliance represents a funda-

mental instrument to promote, in the frame of public-private partnerships, awareness 

towards the issue of sustainable water supply in the production sector and diffusion of 

technologies and management practices aimed at saving water.

The AQUA project has promoted the development of 

an initiative whose results are positioned on different 

levels:

ENVIRONMENTAL:to intervene with integrated, updated tools, through capacity build-

ing methodologies throughout the entire chain and in other sectors, particularly 

the agri-food sector, with measurable and signifi cant benefi ts.
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SHARING:joint planning, among institutions, representative associations, universit-

ies, technicians and businesses, making it possible to understand the needs 

and to adapt them in concrete terms for greater effectiveness of the processes. 

What appears to be a constraint and red tape can be better understood and re-

spected, many virtuous actions can be developed and areas of waste identifi ed, 

not only for greater effi ciency.

INNOVATION:innovative technologies and processes can be spread quicker and with 

greater pervasiveness.

WASTE REDUCTION:in addition to water consumption reduction areas, other areas can 

be identifi ed whereby the introduction new technology or small infrastructures 

can lead to reducing waste. For example, quite often wash water that has been 

treated is not reused because there are no connection pipes. It would be im-

portant to encourage their use with a tariff reduction similar to that of the TIA 

(environmental hygiene tariff)  for waste  (e.g. last minute market) and which 

should soon come under discussion with the TARES (fee for disposal of muni-

cipal solid waste).

The strengths of the AQUA public-private partnership 

were:

 the “simplicity” in form and content of the partnership (Water Alliance), which 

was refl ected in the practicality and rapidity in use and application; 

 the  direct relationship with the private actors (Legacoop and companies), which 

enabled a clear and effective exchange views on problems related to the use of 

water resources;

 the trust gained during the project between the public and private actors in-

volved;

 the two-way exchange of information and data between the public and private 

actors;

 the effectiveness and quality of the results achieved.

Furthermore, it is important to point out that the partnership does not have any con-

straints and/or limiting factors of a political, administrative, territorial and geographic 

nature: it is a document of commitments that can be easily replicated at all levels (local, 

regional, national and European), provided that the supporters and tools are carefully 

identified and adapted to the type of business involved.
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