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We do not always realise how valuable water, and in particular clean, potable
water, really is - until we do not have it, or our access to it is somehow threatened!
Its management is a classic example of the old saying “Think globally; act
locally”. We all have a role to play. Water is a worldwide challenge for the 21st
century, and is addressed as an important component of the 17 UN Sustainable
Development Goals for 2030, recently approved by all Heads of State at the
end of 2015. Goal 6 includes targets aimed at ensuring the availability and
sustainable management of water and sanitation for all; to improve water quality
by reducing pollution, eliminating dumping and minimising release of hazardous
chemicals and materials, reducing significantly the proportion of untreated
wastewater and substantially increasing recycling and safe reuse globally. At
the local level, Goal 6 foresees the support and strengthening of the participation
of local communities in improving water and sanitation management.

The Overall Role of ISO Standards

Over the years, ISO has developed and published a large number of standards
that can be used to bring safe water to millions. For example, long-established
standards for pipes and valves increase the efficiency of water distribution
services and reduce leakages, preventing unnecessary water losses. Metering
and hydrometry standards help monitor and measure water conservation, and
testing standards address topics such as the physical, chemical, biochemical,
biological, and microbiological properties of water. These technical standards
are of course important, but over recent years the international community
has also committed to improving the overall governance and management of
drinking water and wastewater services and, to this effect, has made it a priority
to build capacity with local governments.

ISO has therefore been developing standards that provide guidelines for service
activities relating to drinking water supply systems and wastewater sewerage
systems. These standards are designed to help water authorities and their
operators to achieve a level of quality that best meets the expectations of
consumers and the principles of sustainable development.
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ISO Guidelines for Drinking Water and Wastewater Services

Three specific standards provide guidelines for the various activities relating
to drinking water and wastewater management:

ISO 24510 — “Guidelines for the assessment and for the improvement of
the service to users”, which addresses the following topics:

e a brief description of the components of the service relating to the users;

e core objectives for the service, with respect to users’ needs and expectations;

e guidelines for satisfying users’ needs and expectations;

e assessment criteria for service to users in accordance with the provided
guidelines;

e examples of performance indicators linked to the assessment criteria that
can be used for assessing the performance of the service.

ISO 24511 — “Guidelines for the management of wastewater utilities and
for the assessment of wastewater services”, which covers:

e a brief description of the physical/infrastructural and managerial/institutional
components of water utilities;

e core objectives for water utilities, considered to be globally relevant at the
broadest level;

e guidelines for the management of the water utilities;

e guidelines for the assessment of the water services with service assessment
criteria related to the objectives, and performance indicators linked to these
criteria.

ISO 24512 — “Guidelines for the management of drinking water utilities
and for the assessment of drinking water services”

The objective of ISO 24512 is to provide the relevant stakeholders with guidelines
for assessing and improving the provision of drinking water services to users,
with guidance for managing water utilities, consistent with the overarching goals
set by the relevant authorities. It is intended to facilitate dialogue between the
stakeholders, enabling them to develop a mutual understanding of the functions
and tasks that fall within the scope of water utilities.

Examples of such stakeholders include:

e governments or public agencies (international, national, regional or local)
acting with legal or legislative authority;

e associations of the utilities themselves (e.g. international, regional/
multinational and national drinking water or wastewater associations);

e autonomous bodies seeking to play an overview role (e.g. non-governmental
organisations);

e users and associations of water users.

The aim of water utility companies is to offer services to everybody and to
provide users with a continuous supply of drinking water under economic and
social conditions that are acceptable to the users and to the utility. As water is
considered a “social good”, itis expected that the management of water utilities
be transparent to and inclusive of all stakeholders identified in accordance
with the local context.
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In a context of scarcity of resources, including financial resources, ISO 24512
recommends that water tariffs generally aim at meeting cost-recovery principles
and at promoting efficiency in the use of the resources, while striving to maintain
affordable basic access to water services. Consistent with this principle, it
suggests that appropriate investments need to be made in installations and
that necessary attention be paid to proper maintenance and effective use of
the installations. Another ISO management system standard (ISO 55001 Asset
Management) can be very useful in this respect.

ISO 24512 uses the principle of the “plan-do-check-act” (PDCA) cycle: it
proposes a step-by-step process, from identifying the components and defining
the objectives of the water utility, to establishing performance indicators, with
a loop back to the objectives and to the management, after having assessed
the performance. Although the implementation of ISO 24512 does not require
a water utilities organisation to have a quality or environmental management
system that meets ISO 9001 or ISO 14001, such systems can facilitate the
implementation of the ISO 25412 guidelines and conversely, the ISO 25412
guidelines can help to achieve the technical provisions of ISO 9001 and ISO
14001 for organisations choosing to implement them.

ISO 24512 addresses drinking water systems in their entirety and is applicable
to systems at any level of development (e.g. on-site systems, distribution
networks, treatment facilities), and includes:

e definition of a language common to different stakeholders;
e definition of the components of drinking water supply systems;
e guidelines for the management of drinking water utilities;

e guidelines for objectives, service assessment criteria and related performance
indicators, appropriate for the assessment of drinking water services.

Other Relevant ISO Standards

The recently-published ISO 24518:2015 addresses the crisis management
of water utilities, for example in situations where the normal supply of potable
water or collection and treatment of wastewater are interrupted because of
a crisis situation. It suggests steps that should be taken in preparing for a
crisis situation (the pre-crisis phase), how a crisis should be dealt with (the
crisis phase), guidelines on re-establishing services (post-crisis phase) and
on drawing conclusions and revising procedures for the future. It emphasises
the need for effective communications with the public to mitigate or prevent
panic and to establish trust by disclosing important information appropriately
in the area affected by a crisis or in neighbouring areas.

Another important standard in the ISO portfolio is ISO 14046, for calculating
water footprints, promoting efficient measurement and management of this
scarce resource, helping organisations to harmonize reporting, and setting
an international benchmark for water use.

A further standard (ISO 24526) “Water efficiency management systems —
Requirements with guidance for use” is under development, and scheduled
for publication in 2017.

These various ISO technical and management system standards, taken
together, can be applied in the developed and developing economies; in big
cities or small towns, and irrespective of whether the utility operator is public
or private. They can help to promote better dialogue among stakeholders
(including consumers, local or national water authorities, public or private water
utilities, laboratories etc), a mutual understanding of responsibilities and tasks,
provide methods and tools to define objectives and specifications at a local
level, and assess performance.
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