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approval of GRI 303: Water and Effluents, summarizing the main themes from the 
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Overview of respondents that submitted comments by email 

The table below lists all respondents that submitted comments by email directly to the GSSB or GRI Standards Division during the public comment period 

on the exposure draft of GRI 303: Water and Effluents (from 10 August to 9 October 2017). 

 
Number First name Last name Representation Organization Country Region Constituency Page 

1 Marc Despiegelaere Organizational Protos Belgium Europe Civil Society 

Organization 

Page 3 

2 Erdem Kolcuoglu Personal  Turkey Asia Mediating 

Institution 

Page 5 

3 Artemis Kostareli Organizational IPIECA United Kingdom  Europe Mediating 

Institution 

Page 9 

4 Paulo Luz Personal  Portugal Europe Other  Page 12 

5 Dr. Prachi Ugle Pimpalkhute Personal  India Asia Other Page 27 

6 Hongqiang Ren Personal     Page 33 

7 William Sarni Personal  United States Northern 

America 

Business Enterprise Page 34 

8 Hayley Zipp Organizational ICMM United Kingdom  Europe Mediating 

Institution 

Page 35 
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1. Comments from Marc Despiegelaere (on 

behalf of Protos) 
Here some high level comments on behalf of Protos. 
First of all, we see the GRI 303 draft standard, by integrating water withdrawal and effluent 
discharge in 1 standard, as a very good step forward! 
 
Our main concern is that the impact of remaining substances in effluent when discharged in the 
environment is not assessed enough. 
What is important, is not only the quality of the effluent, but the remaining substances discharge in 
concentration and in total load (expressed in kg) which could harm the environment. 
In that sense, table 2 line 280 is unclear to us. 
Knowing levels of treatment is nice in disclosure 303-2: more important is being informed on levels 
of substances remaining in the treated effluent. 
On 303-2 d. the substances of concern, it would be good have besides I, ii and iii, to have (iv) 
information on the discharge consent ( permits  or permission of public authorities) and (v) the 
amount of levy’s paid on discharged effluent to public authorities. 
 
Not clear to us is the description of primary, secondary and tertiary treatment in line 318-322.  Are 
heavy metals only to be removed in a tertiary treatment? 
 
Second main concern is on disclosure 303-4 line 366: … impacts on the supply chain or due to its 
products and services, …  Pls also underscore its products and services…   
And in b.  … with significant suppliers or customers;  also underscore customers. 
For Protos, the eventual consequences on water bodies and the environment at the end of the value 
chain (customers) are more important than at the beginning of the value chain (suppliers). 
If a company is bringing a potential harmful product for water bodies on the market, this company 
must clearly instruct its customers how to use the product to minimize the impact to water bodies 
and the environment. 
So, guidance under line 384-386 is for us more important than 387-392 on suppliers. 
 
Proposed changes in the draft text. 
Line 103-104,  …. wellbeing, and access to drinking water and sanitation is recognized by the UN a 
human right (not fresh water). 
114 … and discharge of polluted water can affect… 
125 , such as a basin’s and aquifers’ ability…   (look also under the ground). 
135, … including social and environmental impacts 
137  ... of all water users and nature in an area;  
177 …has set for the quality of discharges to minimize the impact on the environment, and how… 
 
182… surface runoff: not clear to us 
 
Hope this helps the Working Group working on the Standard 
Kind regards, 
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Marc Despiegelaere 
External Relations & Communication 
 

Protos 

Flamingostraat 36, B 9000 Gent Belgium 
www.protos.ngo 

 

 
 

 
 
Protos fully supports the Sustainable Development Goals! 

 

  

http://www.protos.ngo/
https://www.facebook.com/PROTOSh2o
https://www.youtube.com/user/PROTOSvzw
https://www.linkedin.com/company/protos-vzw
http://www.protosh2o.org/
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2. Comments from Erdem Kolcuoglu (personal 

feedback) 
Feedback on GRI 303 Revisions 

• Inclusion of “water discharge” indicator (GRI 303-2) in the Standard is a positive change. It 

avoids confusions and increase completeness of the Standard and facilitate development of 

issue specific performance reporting through a single Standard. 

• Focus on water-stress areas is a positive change. This revision not only develops the 

completeness of the Standard but also increases alignment with various other initiatives. 

• Inclusion of GRI 303-4 on water impacts in the supply chain is a development. 

• Indicator sets are still useful for large scale manufacturing industries but became very 

complex (especially 303-1) to be adopted by SMEs or service sectors. 

• GRI Standards’ brand promise is to be the Global Standard on Non-Financial Reporting either 

in sustainability reporting or any issue specific format. Thus, an average reporter should find 

a set of indicators which are useful for a complete picture of water performance. However, 

new indicators sets are highly focused on demonstrating “the impact made” but lacks “the 

impact mitigated”. 

Feedback on GRI 303-1 

• Inclusion of water-stress area cluster in water withdrawal indicator is highly useful for 

emphasizing water scarcity issues, as well as for alignment with other initiatives. However, 

definition of water-stress area may cause data differences or gaps between different 

reporters which has a negative impact on benchmarking ability. For instance, in line 247-248, 

standard draft refers to “publicly available and credible methodologies” one of which is 

definitions made by States which may be different than most internationally known 

frameworks. 

• The Standard document refers to (and by refering, publicly endorses) various methodologies 

in lines 284-286 for water-stress area mapping, which are useful. However, these are 

external resources; so their accuracy or even existence neither under GRI’s control nor 

guaranteed by their source. For example, WBCSD Global Water Tool currently seems offline. 

A standard document must refer more stable external resources if necessary. 

• GRI 303-1 becomes a highly complex indicator to report fully for most organizations which 

may either lead them to omit most of the indicator content or (for Core option reporters) to 

ignore entirely. 

• It is highly recommended to create a separate indicator for “water consumption” for various 

reasons: 

• 1- Standardization Technique: 

http://old.wbcsd.org/work-program/sector-projects/water/global-water-tool.aspx
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• Calculation of “Water Consumption” requires 2 data: Total water withdrawal (303-1) 

– “Total Water Discharge” (303-2). This means, a reporter who wants to report 303-

1 fully is forced to disclose 303-2 as well. This is an indicator structure error. It can 

be solved by setting water consumption as a separate indicator preferably as 303-3. 

• 2- Not Applicable For Various Industries, Process Structures or Organization Sizes: 

• “Water Consumption” indicator is useful for most organizations to calculate their 

impact on water resources and it is also good for alignment with various other 

initiatives. But it is not a meaningful for various types of organizations.  

• Example: A small IT company withdrawing water only from municipal system for 

household use and discharges all to sewage system. Their water consumption will 

always be 0. 

• 3- Conflicting Definitions: 

• There are two definitions of  “Water Consumption” used in the Standard document: 

• A- In page 12, line 273: “Water consumption can typically be calculated as total 

water withdrawals minus total water discharges.” 

• B- In page 20, line 426-429: “the use of water that is not returned to its original 

source”  

• These definitions are not necessarily referring to the same thing.   

• Almost all situations companies discharge their waste water to a receiving 

environment other than their original water source. So according to the definition B, 

in these cases, water withdrawal is equal to water consumption. Hence, definitions 

B is in conflict with Definition A. 

• Example 1: An oil refinery withdraws water from a lake which is also the water 

source of a local community nearby. They discharge waste water to the Sea. 

According to the definition B, Water consumption = Water withdrawal 

• Example 2: Company A withdraws 1000 units of water from a lake, does not loose a 

significant amount in the process and discharges 500 units of the waste water back 

to the lake itself and uses 480 units of treated waste water in watering their terrain 

the lake shore which eventually feeds the lake. 

• According to the Definition A, water consumption of Company A is 500 units while, 

in fact, Company A is literally giving back 980 units of to the original source, only 

loose 20 units.  

• Example 3: Case of rainwater harvested to be used for irrigation in dry days with no 

discharge process. What will be the consumption value? 

• Briefly, water consumption indicator can be useful in various cases but not all, thus it 

has to be listed as a separate indicator so that organizations which find it useful can 

use, otherwise ignore. 
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• Note: Although it is referred in various other initiatives, the term “water consumption” does 

not really defines what it is needed to be. Because any water withdrawn is somehow used, 

thus consumed. May be more definitive syntax can be more useful such as “water lost in the 

process”  

• Recycle rate calculation refers to total recycled water/water withdrawal in percent. However 

this rate does not produce a meaningful performance unless we know recycling cycles. 

• Example: 

• Company A:    Company B:  

• Water withdrawal: 1.000 m3  Water withdrawal: 1.000 m3 

• Reuse cycle: 4    Reuse cycle: 2 

• Amount recycled per cycle: 490 m3  Amount recycled per cycle: 980 m3 

• In this case, both companies have a recycle rate of %196. However we understand that 

Company B’s recycling process is twice more efficient. In that case recycling rate does not 

provide much benchmarking opportunity but a fact. 

• A question may arise, as “Company B reuses for less cycles, its not logical; if they were that 

efficient, they would reuse for more cycles. 

• Answer would be “not necessarily”. They do not reuse more, simply because their 

production value requires only that amount of water in a given time period. Further 

treatment of waste water would generate more energy use, emissions, chemical use and air 

emissions not to mention financial cost. Thus, organizations would not adopt it as a 

performance metric; or metric wouldn’t push further recycling efforts. 

• Recycling rate calculated per water withdrawn, can be useful for various purposes but in 

that case it is better to ask average recycling cyclie as well. 

• However “water demand met through recycling of withdrawn water” would be a better 

disclosure which would push companies for further increase in performance of recycled 

water. 

• For this metric, we use total recycled water amount and total water demand (total water 

withdrawal+ total recycled water amount) 

 

• That would be a metric demonstrating how much impact mitigated. It is relatively more 

independent from production value and recycling efficiency. Companies may adopt it for 

performance development KPI. 

 

Feedback on GRI 303-3 

• Inclusion of indicator regarding spills and leaks is a positive change. 
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• The usage of the term “significant” may cause confusions especially as “significant spill and 

leak”. In some jurisdictions and/or for some industries the definition of “significant spill” is 

made by regulations. These regulations define spill of certain amount of certain substances 

as significant. And in some cases these are really low values, such as half barrel of oil or fuel 

etc. A significant spill requires a certain regulated action etc. If we take these examples spill 

disclosure of a multinational oil company would be in a stand alone report size 

• However intendment of the indictor wording clearly shows us that, it only requires 

information regarding spills and leaks which has an impact on environment, communities, 

etc. So, in fact, it is the significance of impact we are looking for but not only the spill itself. If 

the wording of the indicator (Volume of each significant spill or leak, the location, and the 

substance.) can be changed to (Spills or leaks with significant impact by volume, location and 

substance), it would refer to a clearer data. 

• In new indicator set, we find various indicators to disclose “the impact made” but to draw a 

complete picture of water performance of an organization we also need a set of indicators 

focusing on “the impact mitigated”. 

• For instance relative KPIs such as water intensity (water withdrawal by unit produced, 

revenue generated or by various other denominators) and waste water discharge intensity 

are frequently used by organizations together with absolute KPIs such as water withdrawal 

and total water discharge. Furthermore, most organizations set their water target by 

intensity figures which give a clearer and meaningful information to most readers not to 

mention investor. 
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3. Comments from Artemis Kostareli (on 

behalf of IPIECA) 
 

 

 

Revised GRI Standard 303: Water and Effluents and 
GRI 403: Occupational Health and Safety 

IPIECA COMMENTS FORM 

This is the IPIECA comments form for: 

- GRI 303 (including the responses to the questionnaires as well as specific comments to GRI 
303 PDF) 

GRI 303 – SPECIFIC COMMENTS TO PDF  

LINE NUMBER COMMENT 

244, items a. i. and b. 
i. 

Suggest to include a reference to clarify and agree what is considered a 
wetland. 

244, items a. iii and b. 
iii. 

Many companies do not report sea water/brackish water withdrawal, as 
the focus is on freshwater resources. Suggest to remove as it does not 
add to overall risks of freshwater use and consumption. 

271 

It is more useful to report Freshwater OTCW separately and make a 
distinction between freshwater OTCW returned unchanged to a 
freshwater body (not adding to freshwater consumption) and freshwater 
OTCW discharged to a non-freshwater body (adding to freshwater 
consumption).  

272 

Suggestion to clarify what is meant by including produced water in total 
water consumption. Produced water is typically not considered 
freshwater withdrawn or consumed. When treated and used for 
beneficial use, produced water can add positively to the freshwater 
balance of an activity. 

273 
For water discharges: suggest to distinguish between discharges to 
freshwater environment (not considered consumption) and discharges 
to non-freshwater environment (considered consumption). 
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279 

I like the reference to Table I, Water Withdrawals. Companies may find 
this more intuitive to report its most “material” water impacts emulating 
this table rather than a line- by-line accounting and description 
prescribed under 303-I, Disclosures. 

299, item a. 

More important than reporting the actual destination is to ensure that 
the discharge is compatible to the receiving water body. Freshwater 
bodies are in many cases more sensitive to discharges because of its use 
by society. It may be more pragmatic to report discharges to freshwater 
and non-freshwater bodies.  

299, item a. i.  

This will now require a little more time because there are some new 
features in it from usual, but which are already partially covered by our 
Local Water Tool program and that can be narrowed down by the 
selection filter of what is constitutes a “Significant or not ('water 
source)”s. 

299, item b. ii. 
Water quality is very hard to report, as this can vary greatly. Suggestion 
for companies to select quality criteria when relevant based on the 
nature of the industrial activity. 

299, item d. 

On item i., it is not practical to request discharge limits as these vary 
from operation to operation depending on regulatory requirements. 
Item ii., limits are typically set by regulators and in their absence, 
international standards are typically used (IFC standards). Item iii., most 
companies strive to comply with local regulations. However, it is 
impractical to list hundreds of assets with different discharge limits in a 
reporting framework such as this. It doesn't help to improve the 
companies’ performance and requires significant resources.  

303 
Not clear what this situation this is supposed to cover. Does this 
represent water discharged by a company and used by third parties? Or 
does this represent water discharges by third parties in the supply chain? 

317, 325, 340 
Suggestion to clarify if this is required or not, since this is part of the 
Guidance section. 

325-336 

Our discharge quality is mandated by regulations and yet is far from 
being of drinking water standard. It doesn’t seem to be a good criterion 
to use. The point is whether the discharge is compatible to the receiving 
water body. Most surface water is not of a quality good for drinking, it 
will always necessitate some form of treatment. So it does not seem 
practical to classify discharges based on drinking water criteria. 
Suggestion for companies to select quality criteria when relevant based 
on the nature of the industrial activity. 

339-341 

Most companies strive to comply with local or international regulations. 
While non-compliances can occur, companies strive to rectify these 
immediately which renders reporting ineffectual since most of these will 
be in the process of being rectified. The reporting requirement implies 
that non-compliances are ignored. It hard to see how companies that 
ignore non-compliance will be reporting these publicly.   

426 

This definition is different than the definition in IPIECA's sustainability 
reporting guidance, which is more accurate and says: "difference 
between fresh water withdrawn and fresh water returned". Suggestion: 
provide a reference aligned with IPIECA’s definition.  
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GRI 303 – QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES  

 

• Question 1: No, The main impacts should reflect on freshwater withdrawals. The Standard 
should reflect on water consumption and effluents. 

• Question 2: No, The General Disclosures are overly comprehensive in scope and detail for 
reporting both water-stressed and total operating areas of a company, including the value 
chain (especially for big companies that have operations world around the globe) . IPIECA is 
challenged to think of any company reporting at this level of detail under any reporting 
framework. 

• Question 3: Yes, Please see comments in PDF. 317, 325, 340 Suggestion to clarify if this is 
required or not, since this is part of the Guidance section. 

• Question 4: No, While the Standard contains essential information on water withdrawals 
and effluents, the broadening of the water withdrawals reporting to include e.g seawater 
may obscure the results of the reporting and provide the wrong information in decision 
making.  

• Question 5: Yes, There has been positive feedback on the Guidance - however  the link 
between SDGs and freshwater withdrawal is missing in the guidance. Despite the reference 
to UN SDG Goal 6, under the Objectives for the Review, there is an absence of reference 
and context for applying the SDGs in any of the Guidance sections.  

• Question 6: No comment.  

• Question 7: Yes, Many companies do not report sea water/brackish water withdrawal, as 
the focus is on freshwater resources. Therefore it is not critical to report that as it does not 
add to overall risks of freshwater use and consumption. Furthermore, it is not practical to 
request discharge limits as these vary from operation to operation depending on regulatory 
requirements. The limits are typically set by regulators and in their absence, international 
standards are typically used (IFC standards). Most companies strive to comply with local 
regulations. However, it is impractical to list hundreds of assets with different discharge 
limits in a reporting framework such as this. It doesn't help to improve the companies’ 
performance and requires significant resources. 

• Question 8: Yes, this is clear. 

• Question 9: No, It is more useful to report Freshwater OTCW separately and make a 
distinction between freshwater OTCW returned unchanged to a freshwater body (not 
adding to freshwater consumption) and freshwater OTCW discharged to a non-freshwater 
body (adding to freshwater consumption). As said earlier, many companies do not report 
sea water/brackish water withdrawal, as the focus is on freshwater resources. 

• Question 10: Level of quality. We think that it is better to report by level of quality i.e report 
the quantity of hydrocarbons and chemical discharges to water. However, water quality is 
very hard to report, as this can vary greatly. Suggestion for companies to select quality 
criteria when relevant based on the nature of the industrial activity. Furthermore, we do not 
agree with the categorisation at the guidance - see respective comment. 

• Question 11: No, There are many (millions) substances of concern and each jurisdiction has 
different priorities and standards. We don't think that a list of regulations in the guidance 
will be of value and practical. This is publicly available information at very detailed level. 

• Question 12: Yes, Companies automatically include supply chain impacts if material (and 
where relevant) in areas of water stress e.g biofuels. The supply chain (especially for oil and 
gas) is very extensive and any disclosure would be  very generic and probably of little value. 

 



 
 

 Page 12 of 49 

 

4. Comments from Paulo Luz (personal 

feedback)  
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5. Comments from Dr. Prachi Ugle 

Pimpalkhute (personal feedback) 
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6. Comments from Hongqiang Ren (personal 

feedback) 
 

Comments on “Exposure draft of GRI 303: Water and Effluents” 

 

1. Line 170, In section 1.2, is it necessary to describe the source of water? 

 

2. Line 224, The reporting source information of (a) and (b) is exactly same. Is this correct? If 

correct, the two parts can be combined as they contain duplicated information. 

 

3. Line 321, nitrogen and phosphorous are usually removed in the secondary treatment. 

 

4. Line 348, The causes of the spills and leaks and the prevention approaches may also be 

reported. 

 

5. Line 366, If water impacts in the supply chain, the substances in water causing the impacts 

may also be reported. 
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7. Comments from William Sarni (personal 

feedback) 
 

• Why isn’t water reuse and recycling required? It is one of the most significant trends in 
water management/stewardship. 

• Lines 102 - 104. I would add ecosystems. Water is critical for ecosystem health and in some 
countries mandated by law (South Africa). 

• Line 126 - absorption of pollution. Water should be treated prior to discharge as opposed to 
relying upon “absorption” of pollutants by the natural systems. 

• Line 187 - consistently use the term “value chain” instead of supply chain. for some 
companies the downstream use of water is important. For example, consumer products 
companies - soap, shampoos, etc. 

• Line 244 - 303-1 a.i. Add air moisture capture as an alternative source of water - this is a 
significant new technology. Also, I would not include rainwater as surface water.  

• Line 244 - 303-1 b. ii. Consider breaking out groundwater into fresh and brackish. Brackish 
water desalination is an increasing trend in places like Texas. 

• Line 279 - define “Third Party Water” - is this from water utilities or other industry sectors? 
• Line 358 - consistent use of groundwater instead of underground water. 
• Line 366 b. Change supply chain to value chain. 

Please let me know if you have any questions and would like to discuss. 
 
Thanks again for the opportunity to comment. 
 
Best, 
 
Will 
 
 
 
WILL SARNI |  WATER INNOVATOR I Technology, Strategy, Data 
| waterfoundry.com |  
 
 

http://waterfoundry.com/
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8. Comments from Hayley Zipp (on behalf of ICMM) 
 

ICMM comment on the exposure draft of GRI 303: Water and Effluents (10 August 2017) 
 

• ICMM members acknowledge the opportunity to be represented on the GRI working group during the development of this exposure draft; and the opportunity to 

provide feedback during the public consultation phase.  We acknowledge the attempts made by GRI to align with the ICMM water reporting guidance (A 

practical guide to consistent water reporting, March 2017); and particularly appreciate the two webinars run by GRI for ICMM members on Wednesday 27 

September 2017.   

• ICMM’s specific comments to the definitions and reporting requirements proposed in the exposure draft are outlined below, in Tables 1 and 2 respectively.
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Table 1 – ICMM comment on proposed (reordered, non-alphabetic) definitions  
 
Please note: in the following table, the term “ICMM guidance” refers to the ICMM document A practical guide to consistent water reporting (March 2017) and 
associated minimum disclosure standard – available at https://www.icmm.com/website/publications/pdfs/water/170315_water-reporting-guidance_en.pdf. 
 

Terms and Definitions ICMM Response 

Effluent – treated or untreated wastewater that is discharged Recommend further clarification of the term “wastewater” 

Impact – in the GRI Standards, unless otherwise stated, ‘impact’ 
refers to the effect an organization has on the economy, the 
environment, and/or society, which in turn can indicate its 
contribution (positive or negative) to sustainable development 

Note 1: In the GRI Standards, the term ‘impact’ can refer to 
positive, negative, actual, potential, direct, indirect, short-term, long-
term, intended, or unintended impacts. 

Note 2: Impacts on the economy, environment, and/or society can 
also be related to consequences for the organization itself. For 
example, an impact on the economy, environment, and/or society 
can lead to consequences for the organization’s business model, 
reputation, or ability to achieve its objectives. 

No comment 

River basin – area of land from which all water flows into a specific 
river 

Recommend harmonizing terminology by adding guidance note that a “river basin” may also be 
known as a “river watershed” or “river catchment”. Also, it should be noted that river basins and 
groundwater catchments do not always align. 

Water withdrawal – water removed from the ground or a surface-
water source, harvested from rainwater, or supplied by a third party 

Additional Note: withdrawal includes water for cooling, or water 
withdrawn for any other purpose or process (guidance line 271) 

Acknowledge and support the revision of the water withdrawal source categories to align with ICMM 
guidance. 

However, to maintain consistency with previous GRI reporting, and ICMM guidance, strongly 
recommend retaining the intent of the previous withdrawal definition (i.e. “water drawn into the 
boundaries”) and rather than “water removed” from a given source (as proposed).  Hence 
recommend rewording as the “water drawn into the boundaries within operational control and 
intended for use”. 

Acknowledge that the intent of the GRI Standards is to facilitate reporting of an organization’s 
impacts (economic, environmental and social).  However, unlike carbon which may be considered at 

https://www.icmm.com/website/publications/pdfs/water/170315_water-reporting-guidance_en.pdf
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Terms and Definitions ICMM Response 

the global level, water is a local issue – where it is the local context which largely determines if a 
given practice has potential for significant (positive or negative) impact.  To help address this 
complexity, strongly recommend that, consistent with the CEO Water Mandate guidelines, water 
impact disclosure should comprise three key components:  

a) characterisation of performance (factual) using relevant, standardised metrics (withdrawal, 
consumption and discharge);  

b) detail around material water-related impacts (positive or negative) drawn out by a number of 
direct reporting requirements (questions); and  

c) an overview of the organization’s management response (as GRI 103, points 1.1 – 1.3). 

Based on the above, propose that a definition of withdrawal based around “water drawn into the 
boundaries within operational control for intended use” would provide a more meaningful, and 
benchmarkable, insight into the organization’s factual water performance.  This is particularly true 
for the mining and metals sector, which may abstract and directly discharge significant volumes of 
water (groundwater and/or surface water) to enable safe (dry) mining conditions, without any intent 
to draw the water into the boundaries of the organization for use.  Incorporation of these volumes 
into the withdrawal definition will produce a distorted view of the industry’s water performance and 
material practices. 

In addition, any impacts associated with such water handling activities may be directly reported 
through relevant questions (e.g. reporting requirement 1.3.2). 

To ensure alignment and comparability of responses, strongly recommend further definition or 
clarification of the term “harvested rainwater” and exclude “incidental rainfall and runoff which 
occurs within the boundaries of an organization, but is not controlled for intended use or material to 
the organization’s operational water balance.”  

Water consumption – the use of water that is not returned to its 
original source 

Note: Consumed water includes water that has evaporated, 
transpired, been incorporated into products, produced crops or 
waste, consumed by humans or livestock, polluted to the point of 
being unusable by other users, or otherwise permanently removed 
from its source.  

Strongly recommend aligning with the ICMM definition of consumption, as: “the volume of 
water consumed by the site and not returned to the water environment or a third party” i.e. 
available for further beneficial use (ICMM guidance p 14) – for the following reasons. 

1) Defining water consumption on the basis of water not returned to the “water environment” rather 
than to “its original source” allows for transparent, factual reporting of one element of an 
organization’s water performance, together with relevant, standardised withdrawal and 
discharge metrics (see withdrawal response above).  The next level of understanding is 
whether this activity (withdrawal, consumption and discharge) is sustainable, or is having 
material impacts (positive or negative).  Water is a local issue, where a withdrawal of water from 
one source for discharge to another may, or may not, result in material impact depending on the 
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Terms and Definitions ICMM Response 

Additional Note: water consumption can typically be calculated as 
total water withdrawals minus total water discharges (guidance line 
273) 

 

 

local water context.  Hence, the definition as proposed is less meaningful as it begins to 
combine factual characterisation with concepts around potential for impact.  If the practice of 
withdrawing water from one source for discharge to another is having material impacts, these 
should be coherently and transparently disclosed through relevant questioning (e.g. reporting 
requirement 1.3.2).   

2) The consumption definition as proposed is technically flawed as rainfall represents a key 
element of the surface water source category of withdrawals.  However, it is neither rational to 
consider returning rainfall to its original source; nor technically feasible to make any judgement 
around the potential loss of input to other sources due to rainfall interception (due to the highly 
complex, varied and locally determined nature of rainfall fate – e.g. recharge, runoff, 
evaporation, evapotranspiration or use).  Further, this approach would mean that from a GRI 
reporting perspective, evaporating water would be perceived as a better outcome than 
releasing it back to the water environment or a third party where it would be available for further 
beneficial use.  In fact, the inverse is true.  Water can often be beneficially transferred from one 
mode to another – for example, groundwater of improved quality may be discharged to surface 
water for beneficial human or improved environmental use.   In addition, water is continuously 
transferring between modes within the natural water cycle and environment (i.e. 
rainfall/evaporation, surface water and groundwater).   

3) Based on the consumption definition proposed, the guidance provided in line 273 that “water 
consumption can typically be calculated as total water withdrawals minus total water 
discharges” is technically flawed for two reasons.  Firstly, this would result in double accounting 
of volumes of water discharged but not to their original source as both a discharge and a 
consumption.  This will introduce a level of confusion and reduce the value of the response for 
benchmarking purposes.  Secondly, a balance approach must allow for any changes in the 
volumes of on-site storage (∆Storage) during the reporting period, which may be significant for 
mining and metals operations.  Hence, the ICMM metrics (see p15), with associated definitions 
of withdrawal and discharge, allow consumption to be estimated, for the reporting period, as:  

Consumption = Total Withdrawal – (Total Discharge + ∆Storage) 

In addition, not being able to estimate water consumption volumes through a coarse water 
balance approach may disadvantage, or create barriers to, organizations commencing their 
water stewardship and GRI reporting journey, whom do not currently have more complete 
datasets.  

4) No guidance is given around the granularity or materiality of defining original source.  For 
example, water withdrawn from groundwater may be returned to groundwater, but in a different 
aquifer system which may still have associated impacts; ditto for surface water.  This approach 
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again confuses the two concepts of characterising performance using standardised metrics 
(withdrawal, consumption and discharge) with reporting impacts. 

Water discharge – the sum of effluents, used water, and unused 
water released to surface and sub-surface water resources or to 
third parties for treatment.  

Note 1: In the context of the GRI Standards, water discharge does 
not include domestic sewage.  

Note 2: Water discharge can be authorized (according to discharge 
consent) or unauthorized (if discharge consent is exceeded). 

 

Acknowledge and support the revision of the water discharge destination categories to align with 
ICMM guidance. 

However, strongly recommend removing “unused” water from the definition to maintain 
alignment with the ICMM guidance that discharged water is water removed from the boundaries of 
an organization after it has been used (i.e. tasked, treated or stored for use).  This supports and 
consolidates the “water withdrawals” and “water consumption” recommendations and comments 
made above.  This is particularly important for the mining and metals sector, which may discharge 
(i.e. directly return to the water environment) significant volumes of water (e.g. derived from orebody 
dewatering or storm-water control) to enable safe (dry) mining conditions, without any intent to draw 
the water into the boundaries of the organization for use.  Incorporation of these volumes into the 
discharge definition will produce a distorted view of the industry’s water performance and material 
practices. 

Water stress – ability, or lack thereof, to meet human and 
ecological demand for water 

Note 1: Water stress includes the availability, quality, and 
accessibility of water. 

Note 2: Water stress has subjective elements and is assessed 
differently depending on societal values, such as the suitability of 
water for drinking or the requirements to be afforded to ecosystems 

No comment 

 

Water recycling and reuse – act of processing used water and 
wastewater through another cycle before discharge to final 
treatment and discharge to the environment. 

Note: Water recycling and reuse can include wastewater recycled 
back in the same process or higher use of recycled water in the 
process cycle; wastewater recycled and reused in a different 
process, but within the same facility; and wastewater reused at 
another of the organization’s facilities. 

Recommend that clearer definitions are provided for the terms “reuse” and “recycle”.  Strongly 
recommend reporting of a single efficiency metric (i.e. not distinguishing between reuse and 
recycling); and alignment with ICMM definitions, where: 

• Reuse recognises water that has previously been used by the facility (worked), reclaimed and 
reused (in a task) without treatment. 

• Recycle recognises water that has previously been used by the facility (worked), reclaimed and 
treated before being used again.  

Suggest that more detailed guidance and examples around potential calculation approaches are 
added, including clarification around the inclusion of greywater (as per 2016).  However, given the 
highly varied nature of processing facilities across all reporting sectors, suggest that an element of 
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flexibility in the calculation approach is allowed, which can accommodate the ICMM approach 
(which is based on a bespoke mine water accounting framework, the Mineral Council of Australia’s 
Water Accounting Framework, hereafter referred to as MCA’s WAF.   
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Table 2 – ICMM comment on proposed reporting requirements 

 
Please note: in the following table, proposed reporting requirements (mandatory) are highlighted in red; and proposed reporting recommendations 
(optional) are highlighted in grey.  
 

No. Reporting Requirements  ICMM Response  

Disclosure 103 – Management Approach 

1.1 The reporting organization shall report its management approach for water 
and effluents using GRI 103: Management Approach 

 

 

No comment 

1.2 The reporting organization shall: 

1.2.1 Describe its main uses of water, including how and where water is used 
and discharged  

Recommend defining “water use” and distinction to “water consumption”.   

Recommend clarifying if this reporting requirement really focuses on the organisation’s 
management approach or its physical water dependency (i.e. more aligned to sections 
303-1 and 303-2)? 

 

1.2.2 Describe its approach for identifying impacts, including the scope of 
assessments, their timeframe, and any tools or methodologies used 

No comment 

 

1.2.3 Describe how it works with other stakeholders to manage water as a 
shared resource 

No comment 
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1.2.4 Describe any minimum standard it has set for the quality of discharges, and 
how the minimum standard was established 

Recommend removal or consolidation with reporting requirement 2d, due to significant 
overlaps with requirements 2d and 2.3.2. 

 

1.2.5 Explain the process for setting any goals and targets that are part of its 
management approach, including how they relate to public policy and the 
local context of each water stressed area 

No comment 

 

 

1.2.6 In cases where there are significant impacts from surface runoff, including 
agricultural runoff, describe these impacts and how they are managed 

Recommend removing “agricultural runoff” which reduces the relevance of this 
reporting requirement to other sectors or activities.   

For clarity, recommend providing additional guidance around what the term “surface 
runoff” includes.  Suggest focus on “outside the boundary” releases which are not 
permitted through existing regularity mechanisms.  Recommend that a couple of 
examples of “significant impacts from surface runoff” are provided for each sector – a 
potential example for the mining and metals sector may include acid mine drainage 
(AMD). 

1.3 The reporting organization should: 

1.3.1 Provide an overview of how water use and effluent discharge is distributed 
across its value chain 

See response to requirements 4a and 4b. 

1.3.2 Identify the specific locations or river basins where it has significant impacts No comment 

Disclosure 303-1: Water withdrawal and consumption 

1 The reporting organization shall report the following information: 

1a Total water withdrawal from water stressed areas, with a breakdown by the 
following sources, if applicable: 

Recommend reframing as per the ICMM minimum disclosure standard, as “present the 
proportion of sites located in water stressed area”.  This will provide a more meaningful 
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No. Reporting Requirements  ICMM Response  

i. Surface water, including rainwater, water from wetlands, rivers, and 
lakes; 

ii. Groundwater; 
iii. Seawater/ brackish surface water; 
iv. Third-party water. 

insight into an organization’s potential exposure to elevated risks and related impacts, 
associated with operating in water stressed areas.  Reporting of water withdrawal 
volumes alone does not provide a clear indication of the relative importance of 
operations located in high risk (water stressed) areas to the organization.  

Recommend further defining “third-party water” and providing examples, including the 
classification of treated wastewater. 

1b Total water withdrawal (from all areas), with a breakdown by the following 
sources, if applicable: 

i. Surface water, including rainwater, water from wetlands, rivers, and 
lakes; 

ii. Groundwater; 
iii. Seawater/ brackish surface water; 
iv. Third-party water 

Reporting withdrawal according to the GRI definition currently proposed (based on 
“water removed” from a given source) is less meaningful in characterising an 
organization’s water performance than the previous approach of defining withdrawal as 
the “water drawn into the boundaries of an organization” – see response in definitions 
table above. 

Also suggest reordering – as seems counterintuitive to ask for total withdrawal volumes 
after water stressed area volumes   

1c Total water consumption from water stressed areas 

 

Reporting consumption according to the GRI definition will introduce inaccuracies in 
reporting and overinflate industry use – see response in definitions table above. 

1d Total water consumption (from all areas) 

 

Same response as 1c 

Also, suggest reordering – as seems counterintuitive to ask for total consumption 
volumes after water stressed area volumes.   

1e Standards, methodologies, and assumptions used Recognise that this provides important context for transparency and benchmarking.  
However, recommend providing further guidance around the relevance and materiality 
of the information sought and reported, to reduce reporting burden and ensure 
useability of the responses. 

2.1 When compiling the information specified in Disclosure 303-1, the reporting organization shall: 

2.1.1 Use publicly available and credible methodologies for assessing water 
stressed areas; 

Acknowledge the importance of requiring the use of credible methodologies for 
assessing water stress, including the publicly available tools proposed.  However, it 
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  must be recognised that the global datasets used by these tools may be grossly 
inaccurate at the local scale and/or contain very little groundwater information.  
Strongly recommend reframing to suggest that assessments are based on 
analysis which combines the results of multiple tools and local knowledge, where 
the details are provided in the response to 1e.  

2.1.2 Report withdrawal and consumption in megaliters (ML); No comment 

2.1.3 If the original sources of water supplied by third parties are known, report 
these sources. 

Recommend that this requirement is made optional (not mandatory) and/or only 
relevant to water stressed areas – as it is essentially covered in the response to 1a; 
and difficult to meaningfully compile and present at the company level.   

In addition, suggest that an illustrative example is provided in the guidance note. 

2.2 When compiling the information specified in Disclosure 303-1, the reporting organization should: 

2.2.1 Explain how it has calculated water consumption, including any specific 
factors or assumptions 

Important for transparency and benchmarking 

2.2.2 Break down total water withdrawal by quality Recommend that reporting withdrawal by two water quality categories is a mandatory 
requirement.  Suggest that the withdrawal categories are aligned with the ICMM 
guidance (see p12), as: 

a) high quality water – i.e. freshwater with high socio-environmental value and 
multiple beneficial uses, for example potable, agricultural, recreational, amenity 
(equivalent to MCA categories 1 and 2 combined); and 

b) low quality water – i.e. typically lower potential for multiple beneficial uses, for 
example industrial, wastewater, seawater (equivalent to MCA category 3). 

2.2.3 Report water withdrawal by source, and water consumption, at each facility 
in a water stressed area 

No comment 

2.2.4 Report the volume of water recycled and reused as a percentage of the 
total water withdrawal 

Recommend that clearer definitions are provided for the terms “reuse” and “recycle” – 
see response in definitions table above.   
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Given the greater emphasis on water stressed areas, recommend that disclosure of 
a single efficiency value (i.e. total reuse and recycling) is made a mandatory 
requirement both organisation wide and for and water stressed areas.  These 
metrics provide a very important insight into an organization’s commitment to 
enhancing operational efficiency to reduce their withdrawals and minimise any 
associated impacts – especially in water stressed areas, where there may be 
competing demands for available freshwater resources.   

Disclosure 303-2: Water discharge  

2 The reporting organization shall report the following information: 

2a Total water discharge, in megaliters, with a breakdown by the following 
types of destination, if applicable: 

i. Surface water, including water from wetlands, rivers, and lakes; 
ii. Groundwater;  
iii. Seawater/ brackish surface water; 
iv. Third-party water, including water to treatment plants and water to other 

organizations 

Reporting discharge according to the GRI definition will introduce inaccuracies in 
reporting and overinflate industry use – see response in definitions table above. 

Note error in the phrasing of the requirement (point i) – should be “surface water, 
including water to wetlands, rivers and lakes”. 

2b Total water discharge, with a breakdown by either:  

i. level of treatment (no treatment, primary, secondary, tertiary); or 
ii. water quality 

Strongly support reporting discharge by water quality category as proposed, which is 
fundamental to characterising an organisation’s performance.  However, suggest that 
reporting by treatment level provides information of interest, but does not uniquely 
define performance (only management) nor associated impact.  Further, disclosure of 
treatment level is not a reliable insight into the potential for impact, as there may be 
organizations who undertake extensive treatment to manage their discharge qualities 
(as would be disclosed here); versus others who have untreated, poor quality 
discharges with high environmental impacts (which wouldn’t be disclosed here). 

Strongly recommend that reporting by quality categories as proposed (see 2.2.2 
above) is mandatory; and reporting by treatment level is optional.  
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2c An explanation of how the organization determines its levels of treatment or 
defines quality levels, where applicable 

No comment 

2d The substances of concern for which discharges are treated, including:  

i. the discharge limits set for each substance;  
ii. an explanation of how the limits are set, or why no limits are set; 
iii. performance against the limits 

As before, water is a local management issue where the potential for impact associated 
with a discharge of given quality depends largely on the local context.  Thus, very 
difficult to meaningfully compile and present at the organization level; and 
potentially more relevant in areas where material impacts associated with poor quality 
discharges have been identified (as per 1.3.2). 

Strongly recommend reframing the question – either: 

• to allow a simple narrative response where material impacts have been 
identified at the organizational level; or 

• as disclosure of any discharge related violations or non-compliances with 
regularity limits. 

 

2e Standards, methodologies, and assumptions used Recognise that this provides important context for transparency and benchmarking.  
However, recommend providing further guidance around the relevance and materiality 
of the information sought and reported, to reduce reporting burden and ensure 
useability of the responses. 

2.3 When compiling the information specified in Disclosure 303-2, the reporting organization should: 

2.3.1 Where relevant, report separately the volume of water discharge that is 
used by other organizations 

No comment 

2.3.2 Explain how it identified substances of concern Recommend removing, repetitive with requirements 2d and 2e. 

Disclosure 303-3: Spills and leaks 

3 The reporting organization shall report the following information: 
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3a Volume of each significant spill or leak, the location, and the substance Recommend providing further clarification around the term “significant” 

3b Impact of each significant spill or leak on affected water bodies, 
environments, and local communities 

Recommend providing further clarification around the term “significant” 

3c An explanation of how the organization is addressing the impacts No comment 

3d Number and description of regulatory violations for significant spills and 
leaks 

Recommend providing further clarification around the term “significant” 

2.4 When compiling the information specified in Disclosure 303-3, the reporting 
organization shall describe how it has identified the threshold for reporting 
significant spills and leaks, where applicable 

No comment 

Disclosure 303-4: Water impacts in the supply chain related to products and services 

4 If water impacts are material in the supply chain, or due to its products and services, the reporting organization shall report the following information: 

4a A description of water-related impacts in the supply chain or due to its 
products and services, and the approach for identifying them, including any 
tools or methodologies used 

Acknowledge the overall intent of these requirements.  However, the guidance provided 
is not directly relevant for primary producers, including mining and metals companies –  
who are typically situated at the beginning of the value chain, with many thousands of 
product users and little potential for improved product design.  Strongly recommend 
that the guidance indicates that primary producers should focus disclosure on 
their direct operations. 

More generally, strongly recommend reconsideration of these reporting 
requirements which are not considered to be effective for the following reasons.   

• There is significant potential for double accounting as many mining and metals 
sector organizations may have common suppliers.  This is also true for all 
customers located across the value chain with common suppliers of mining and 
metals products.    

4b A description of how the organization is addressing these impacts, including 
its engagement with significant suppliers or customers 
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• The requirement for repeat reporting of water-related impacts, management 
strategies (and metrics) across all stages of the value chain has a high reporting 
burden for all reporting organisations; and is likely to yield inconsistent and 
incomplete disclosure with very limited value to external stakeholders.  

2.5 When compiling the information specified in Disclosure 303-4, the reporting organization should: 

2.5.1 Total water withdrawal and consumption by significant suppliers in water 
stressed areas 

No comment 

2.5.2 The percentage of water-discharging suppliers that have set minimum 
standards for the quality of their water discharge 

To ensure materiality of response and reduce reporting burden, recommend rewording 
as “significant water-discharging suppliers” 
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