How to Achieve Your Real
Estate Portfolio’s Sustainability
Goals With a Clear Water
Strategy

Specialists in water efficiency

Learn more about the global
issue of water scarcity, the
role of real estate in water
consumption and the potential
impact of water stress, watersaving measures, and what a
clear water strategy can mean
for your portfolio and the
environment.
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Introduction
Water is one of the essential ingredients of life. It makes up more than half of our bodies, and covers
two-thirds of the earth’s surface. But only a small part of that is freshwater, and an even smaller part
is clean and safe for human consumption. While most of us take the presence of water for granted,
millions of people deal with water scarcity every day. And that number is steadily climbing. According to
estimates by the United Nations, water scarcity will affect 40% of the world’s population by 2030.1
With households responsible for more than 10% of the world’s water consumption and the essential role
of water in the construction, renovation and management of properties, the real estate sector has the
opportunity to make a significant impact on water conservation and responsible water management.
And water is already one of the biggest costs of property management, even in countries where the cost
of water is almost negligible.
Add to that the significant impact of floods and drought on the structural integrity of properties, and
focusing on water efficiency in your organization is no longer simply commendable or forward-thinking,
but a crucial priority for both the environment and the long-term success of your organization.

Water Scarcity and Its Causes
We need clean and safe water to drink, wash, produce food and prevent or cure illnesses – it touches on
every aspect of our lives. It is a precondition for human existence and the sustainability of our planet.
That’s why water scarcity is one of the biggest challenges of our time.
Population growth, agriculture and pollution are the three foremost causes of clean water scarcity. The
three are inextricably connected, with increases in the global population leading to a bigger demand for
food production, which in turn leads to an increase in pollution.

1 UN Sustainable Development Goals: Water Action Decade
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By reducing waste and actively working on responsible
management, property owners, managers and housing
corporations can make a valuable contribution to
fighting this global challenge.

And together, they contribute to an even bigger problem: climate change. With more and more carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, global weather and water patterns are changing
and will continue to change, leading to droughts in some places and floods in others.2

Water and Real Estate
Because of the real estate sector’s direct impact on water consumption in the construction, renovation
and management of properties, and its indirect influence on the consumption of its tenants, the sector
plays a significant role. But that also means that there’s tremendous potential to do better: by reducing
waste and actively working on responsible management, property owners, managers and housing
corporations can make a valuable contribution to fighting this global challenge.

Smartvatten & Partners
With its focus on water efficiency solutions for the real estate sector, Smartvatten wants to help it do
just that. By reducing waste, implementing responsible management of water consumption, and taking
precautions for both droughts and floods, the sector can actively contribute to saving the environment,
while reducing their own costs, meeting their organization’s sustainability goals, and positively
impacting their own competitive position.
We want to build a water-efficient future with our clients. By working together on implementing water-
saving measures, creating custom water strategies, and sharing our experience and knowledge with the
real estate sector all over the world.
With the invaluable help of our contributors at Bouwinvest, NSI, Syntrus Achmea and Athora, we were
able to put together this document, in the hope that we might inform and inspire others to join us on the
route to a water-efficient future – a future where lasting access to clean water is a reality for everyone.

Joe Hamari
Co-Founder & CSO

2 WWF on Water Scarcity

6

HOW TO ACHIEVE YOUR REAL ESTATE PORTFOLIO’S SUSTAINABILITY GOALS WITH A CLEAR WATER STRATEGY

Contributors

Bernardo Korenberg
Head of Sustainability
& Innovation

Jeroen Solleveld
Head of Technical Asset
Management

Roel Kalfsvel
Manager Sustainability

Willem van Biezen
Head of Facility
Management

Our committed and future-oriented team focuses on
creating real value for life. Together with our partners,
we help shape the city of the future. Our approach
to real estate investment management contributes
towards sustainable, livable, and accessible urban
environments, and improves pension benefits. In doing
so, we are creating both societal and financial returns.

We enable our customers to achieve maximum
productivity and growth, providing best-in-class flexible
space solutions and services in modern, healthy,
sustainable buildings in prime locations. Our focus
is on offering and developing future-proof buildings,
minimizing our carbon footprint, and creating inspiring,
flexible working environments articulated around the
health and well-being of their occupants.

Making meaningful investments in sustainable real
estate and helping our clients build a solid financial
foundation and vibrant and thriving communities
– now, in the near future and in the longer term.

Paving the way to a sustainable society and encour
aging companies and countries to face new
challenges together, while generating long-term
financial returns for our customers.
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Water Scarcity
With an ever-growing population, more and more people around the world are facing water scarcity.
But what does water scarcity really entail? It’s not just about the amount of water in existence – it’s
also about its accessibility and quality. Let’s take a look at the problem in more detail, what causes it,
and what steps we can take to change the tide.
About 70% of the earth’s surface is covered in water, but freshwater makes up less than 3% of those
resources. Two-thirds of that amount is either locked up in ice caps and glaciers or highly polluted –
which means that it’s inaccessible or not suitable for human consumption. With clean and safe water
essential for drinking, sanitation and food production as well as treating and preventing illnesses, the
reduction and responsible management of our water use is critical to human life.

Current Situation and Causes
Out of a global population of 7.8 billion people, about 1.1 billion lack access to water and 2.7 billion
deal with water scarcity for at least one month per year.3 Furthermore, almost three-quarters of natural
disasters in the past 20 years were water-related. Floods and droughts affected over three billion people.4
The effect of floods is not limited to the damage they do to creatures, landscapes, and structures, it also –
perhaps counterintuitively – further limits access to safe water, because it contaminates the water supply.
And according to Mami Mizutori, the UN Secretary-General’s Special Representative for Disaster Risk
Reduction: “Drought is on the verge of becoming the next pandemic and there is no vaccine to cure it.”5

The main causes of water scarcity are population growth,
agriculture, and pollution.
The main causes of water scarcity are population growth, agriculture, and pollution. Each person in
our growing population needs water, which means the demand is constantly rising. But they also need
more and more food, the production of which takes a very high toll on water resources, causes waste
through inefficient use, and significantly contributes to pollution of the water supply. The three causes
are inextricably linked, and together contribute to a bigger problem: climate change.
Global weather and water patterns have changed and will continue to do so, leading to the droughts
and floods mentioned earlier. When water is not managed in a sustainable way it contributes to climate
change, which then exacerbates the challenges we already face when trying to implement sustainable
water management. It’s a problem that can only be solved together.

3 WWF on Water Scarcity
4 UN Water: World Water Development Report 2020
5 UN Water: New UNDRR report launched with stark warning that drought could be next pandemic
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But you can only solve something when you’re aware of the issue. And that brings us to our final
problem: lack of awareness. Because although sustainability is increasingly becoming a priority all over
the world, the focus is usually squarely on reducing CO2 output. The ongoing waste and tremendous
savings potential of water is too often overlooked, including the reduction of the CO2 output that’s
generated by heating water, purifying (sea)water and treating wastewater.

Global Cooperation and the Sustainable Development Goals
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) originated at the UN Conference on
Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro in 2012 and were adopted in 2015. They are ‘a universal
call to a
 ction to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and
prosperity.’6 The 17 goals each have their own specific focus, but they are all connected – action in one
area affects the others. While only SDG 6 is specifically focused on clean water and sanitation, the other
goals cannot be achieved without paying attention to water.
In 2018, the UN Water Action Decade was launched to increase the focus on water and its critical
importance for sustainable development and mobilize action to help transform the use and
management of water. But the attention and actions concerning water continue to lag behind.
“Sustainable Development Goal 6 is badly off track. This is hindering progress on the 2030 A
 genda, the
realization of human rights and the achievement of peace and security around the world,” UN Secretary-
General António Guterres said in July 2020. “Water globally is threatened by the twin threats of
increasing demand and withdrawals and the degradation of water sources and associated ecosystems
due to climate change, pollution and other threats. The water and sanitation crisis demands a holistic,
systemic and multilateral response.”7
UN-Water launched the SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework to speed up progress to achieve the
water and sanitation related SDGs, and states that action is driven by five accelerators. They are
optimized financing, data and information, capacity development, innovation, and collaborative
governance – and everyone has to play their part.
So, how can the real estate sector play its part in fighting water scarcity? We’ll first take a look at the
connection between the sector and water.

6 UNDP: United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
7 UN: United Nations launches framework to speed up progress on water and sanitation goal
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The Real Estate Sector and Water
The real estate sector plays a big part in the world’s water consumption. Constructing and renovating of
properties, producing the necessary materials for those purposes, as well as maintaining these buildings,
all requires large quantities of water. And with every tap, shower, toilet and heating facility, millions of
liters of water flow through the pipelines of properties. When you take into account undetected leaks,
wastewater treatment and excessive use, the costs – both environmental and financial – are significant.
Water costs are the largest individual cost of property management, even in areas where the cost of
water is relatively low. Because it’s not just your building’s water consumption, it’s the complete sum
of the costs of your water supply, heating water, and the sewage system. And that doesn’t just require
water, it also uses energy and adds to your CO2 output. Let’s look a little closer. We know that real estate
has an impact on the worldwide consumption of water. But how does the global state of water exactly
impact the real estate sector?

It’s expected that these effects, induced by climate change,
will continue to negatively impact foundations until 2050.
The Impact of Water Scarcity and Floods
In the previous chapter, we’ve discussed water scarcity – something that also directly affects your
properties and their structural integrity. A consequence of long periods of drought and the lowering of
groundwater tables is land subsidence, which has the potential to damage the foundations of buildings,
leading to instability and cracks in their facades. After the last three years of dry springs and summers
in the Netherlands, the damage to foundations was already clear – especially in buildings with timber
pile foundations.
It’s expected that these effects, induced by climate change, will continue to negatively impact foundations
until 2050, also outside of the Netherlands.8 In France, land subsidence has led to increases of more than
50% in maintenance costs for properties, subsequently leading to an increase in insurance premiums.
But not only droughts have an impact on the sector. In the long term, urban environments will
experience floods as well, as weather extremes become more common. Taking precautions against
peak downpours and future floods is not a luxury, it’s a necessity. And your properties can serve a
purpose in mitigating both.

8 Verzekeraars.nl: Rapport Impact droogte op funderingen (in Dutch)
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Rising Water Prices
When a resource is scarce, it becomes more costly. Water companies say they have to charge more
because an increase in demand and the effects of climate change require them to invest in production
and infrastructure.9 In the European Union, this includes investments that are required to comply with
EU regulations for water supply, wastewater collection and treatment, and flood protection.10
The EU Strategy on Adaptation to Climate Change, part of the Green Deal, states that ‘setting a
price that correctly reflects the value of water’ is needed to promote and encourage water-saving
technologies and practices. At the same time, this needs to be balanced with the human right to water
and sanitation. But ‘if the price for water services is kept artificially low, the costs of maintaining the
infrastructure will have to be covered through taxes or transfers or further postponed’ which ‘leads
to substantial impacts on the sustainability of the water sector as determined by the UN SDGs 2030
Agenda,’ according to EurEau, the European Federation of National Associations of Water Services.11
Whether the direct cost of water will go up or we will pay for all the necessary investments, upkeep, and
effects of scarcity in different ways, it is clear that the real estate sector needs to anticipate rising costs.

With water scarcity affecting more and more people
around the world, real estate companies and investors
will have to deal with more financial risks.
Financial Risks
With water scarcity affecting more and more people around the world, real estate companies and
investors will have to deal with more financial risks. In their July 2020 report on water risks, BlackRock
is convinced that water stress and sustainability-related risks ‘cannot be ignored – and that integrating
them into investment processes may produce more resilient portfolios.’12
We’ve already discussed higher costs in maintenance, insurance policies and the regular supply. But
the sector also needs to consider the rises in spending required to become more water efficient that
come with complying with stricter rules and regulations. With regard to water conservation, water prices
can increase and sustainability requirements for properties become more stringent – both for existing
buildings and in constructing new ones.

9 H20 Waternetwerk: Drinkwaterprijs stijgt over vrijwel de hele linie (in Dutch)
10 Water News Europe: EC: Member States should raise water prices
11 EurEau: The governance of water services in Europe (2020)
12 BlackRock: Troubled Waters
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‘Resource-inefficient buildings run the risk of losing economic value or becoming stranded assets due
to increasingly stringent regulations, pressure from financial regulators to manage and disclose climate
risks, changing consumer preferences, and shareholder demands,’ according to the International
Finance Corporation. ‘Non-compliant buildings could become subject to legal action and fines, making
them more expensive to operate and insure, and harder to lease or sell.’13
In order to avoid buildings becoming stranded assets, it’s the smart move to not only adhere to the current
requirements but to anticipate changes to those requirements in the future. That way, your properties are
resistant to sudden events and gradual changes, and you’ll prevent unwelcome surprises down the line.
“The regulatory burden will only increase, and we prefer to get in front of the changes. It allows us to
choose the timing that works best for us in the real estate investment cycle,” says Bernardo Korenberg,
Head of Sustainability & Innovation at Bouwinvest Real Estate Investors B.V. “As an investor, the last
thing you want is to be forced to take measures – that means the costs will go up.”
Companies operating in areas facing higher water stress are already dealing with the implications,
but ‘many markets in which properties today have little to no exposure to water stress will likely face
high risk within a decade.’14 Furthermore, countries, states and municipalities facing water shortages
could experience credit problems due to the costs that come with fortifying their water infrastructure,
potentially affecting the local real estate market, developers, and investors.

Property Types
The impact of water scarcity varies based on the type of properties you own or manage, as does the
number of opportunities you have to become more water efficient. In residential buildings, property
owners and managers can have a relatively big impact on water-efficiency, with a significant influence
on water systems and installations and a direct connection with (individual) tenants.

13 International Finance Corporation (IFC) Report: Green Buildings: A Finance and Policy Blueprint for Emerging Markets
14 BlackRock: Troubled Waters

12

HOW TO ACHIEVE YOUR REAL ESTATE PORTFOLIO’S SUSTAINABILITY GOALS WITH A CLEAR WATER STRATEGY

In office buildings, that impact is a little different. At NSI, a Dutch specialist commercial property
investor and listed real estate investment trust, the majority of their portfolio consists of office
buildings. “In offices, water consumption directly correlates to the number of users. Although you
can’t really influence the number of times people flush a toilet, or how many cups of coffee they drink,
you can install water-saving toilets and taps and try to promote water consciousness,” says Jeroen
Solleveld, Head of Technical Asset Management at NSI.
For hotels, water is not just part of basic utilities, it is also a luxury: taking numerous baths or long
rain showers is all part of the package for guests. Because hotels are managed by operators, property
owners often have a less direct impact on their interior sustainability. “The moments where you have
the most impact is during the design and construction phase of a hotel. That’s when you and the
operator can discuss the efficiency of the building and make sustainable choices,” says Korenberg. But
talking about sustainable interiors and operations is definitely important. “If you have a sustainable
building, and management of the building is not sustainable, the property decreases in value,” he says.
“It defeats the original purpose.”
The area where property owners of hotels have the biggest and direct impact on sustainability, apart
from the construction phase, is in the exterior of the buildings. “We have more influence on climate
adaptation measures, like choosing green roofs and rainwater drainage solutions to relieve pressure on
the sewage system,” Korenberg says.
Now that we’ve outlined the role of water and the impact of scarcity on the sector, let’s see what real
estate companies can focus on while traveling the road toward sustainability.
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The Real Estate Sector and Sustainable
Development
Sustainability has increasingly become a priority to both real estate investors and potential tenants.
Which means it’s not just about the effect of your actions on the environment, it’s about your
competitive advantage: choosing to make your portfolio more sustainable will make your company
stand out. By following sustainable procedures and environmentally friendly practices, you can help
benefit the environment and save resources, money, and time.
With green buildings likely becoming the preferred choice for potential tenants and investors, investing in
sustainability, and scoring high on green certifications can make your portfolio look more attractive to both
potential investors and occupants, while reducing costs at the same time.15 During new developments,
renovation projects and in your long-term maintenance schedule, thinking ahead is crucial. Projects will have
to comply with regulations for at least the next ten years and in order to improve or maintain the value of your
portfolio in the coming years, making sustainability a standard part of your approach is the only way to go.

Exact definitions and standards for green buildings vary
depending on the region and context, but internationally
recognized certification standards help evaluate and
compare buildings and portfolios.

Green Buildings
So, what is meant by the term ‘green building’? According to the World Green Building Council, it’s ‘a
building that, in its design, construction or operation, reduces or eliminates negative impacts, and can
create positive impacts, on our climate and natural environment.’ Features that can make a building
green are, for example, the efficient use of energy, water, and other resources, use of renewable
energy, pollution and waste reduction measures and use of materials that are non-toxic, ethical, and
sustainable.16 Another important point to consider is the circularity of the materials used in construction
– after a building has served its purpose, what will happen to its parts and can they be recycled?
Apart from the interior and facade of properties, their outdoor spaces present valuable opportunities for
sustainable measures. From the small act of removing tiles or parts of the pavement to allow room for plants
and drainage, to constructing rainwater basins underneath parking lots, to providing green spaces that not
only allow for recreation, but help cool down urban areas, improve air quality and mitigate weather extremes.

15 BlackRock: Troubled Waters
16 World Green Building Council: What is green building?
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Exact definitions and standards for green buildings vary depending on the region and context, but
internationally recognized certification standards help evaluate and compare buildings and portfolios.

Certifications
Programs like GRESB and BREEAM provide standardized and validated ways to determine the
Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) performance of real estate and infrastructure.
Certifications not only evaluate green buildings and benchmark them against others in their sector, but
they also provide real estate companies with valuable insight into the efficiency of their performance,
the effects of their efforts and how they’re developing. They further allow companies and their
owners to identify relevant material risks and opportunities they can consider when acquiring assets,
retrofitting existing assets and in their business strategy.
“We take an integral view of sustainability and approach it holistically,” says Korenberg at Bouwinvest.
“It’s not just about energy, but about health, use of materials, and water. And the BREEAM method is very
useful there, directing our attention all these different categories.”
“A higher BREEAM level is interesting because sustainability is increasingly important to investors,” says
NSI’s Solleveld. “Investing in sustainability might not look that interesting at this moment, but if you don’t do
it now, you’ll fall behind.” In the market, green building certifications allow you to differentiate your products
and – for developers – tax incentives, expedited permitting processes and other benefits could apply.17

Developments in Technology
Technological developments have helped make sustainable buildings more attainable – and the more
widespread they are adopted, the lower the costs. Monitoring your energy and water consumption,
choosing energy-efficient lighting and appliances, generating electricity with solar panels, implementing
automated leak detection – they all contribute to more responsible use, less waste and lower costs. And
together, even the smallest measures add up to considerable savings.

17 IFC Report: Green Buildings: A Finance and Policy Blueprint for Emerging Markets
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When it comes to water, reducing waste is getting easier
because of the invention of water-saving installations.
When it comes to water, reducing waste is getting easier because of the invention of water-saving
installations. Think of showerheads and taps that use less water but maintain pressure levels, and dual-flush
toilets, allowing you to regulate the amount of water necessary to flush. Appliances that use water are getting
more efficient, too. Low-water-use washing machines and dishwashers, for example, are increasingly common.
Advances in the collection and use of rain and wastewater have progressed from the simple use of water
from rain barrels to water your plants to intricate rain collector systems able to link to your sanitation
system and flush toilets. Similarly, wastewater from showers and sinks can be filtered and used to do
laundry or flush toilets in greywater circuits. In Belgium, it is now mandatory for most new constructions
and reconstructions to have a rainwater system in place, either with a rainwater tank or in the form of
a green roof.18 Infiltration facilities should also be in place, where excess water drains into the soil and
contributes to the groundwater table.
Furthermore, technologies that monitor and analyze water consumption not only provide an
understanding of your current use and the potential for future savings, but can help detect leaks and
prevent extensive and future damage to properties.

Awareness
While awareness of the need for sustainability is getting higher, in part due to new regulations, the
subject of water gets little attention. A big part of the sector does not realize what the impact of drought
and water scarcity means. “Institutional investors are aware and convinced of the importance, but
smaller funds and private owners are not,” according to Solleveld. “And that’s due in large part to the cost
of water remaining relatively cheap.”
“The revenue models for saving energy are clear, with water the return on investment takes longer,”
Korenberg says. “But even if the conversations take longer, we’re investing in water-saving measures.
Because it is not just about revenue, it’s about comfort, quality of product and societal impact, too.”
Certifications help create awareness by the categories they include in their assessments and how much
weight they give them – water is becoming more and more important. Setting a good example also
helps. With more and more companies making sustainability a serious and integral part of their business
approach, more will follow.
After having discussed the main focus areas in the sustainability journey, we can take a look at the
value of a water efficiency strategy and concrete water-saving solutions and opportunities.

18 Vlaanderen.be: Verplichte installatie van een regenwaterput en infiltratiesysteem bij nieuwbouw en herbouw (in Dutch)
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Solutions and Opportunities
Focusing on water in the real estate sector should not just be about water conservation, but about
water efficiency. Instead of simply trying to reduce water consumption and prevent waste, it’s
important to look at the bigger picture: the entirety of your portfolio’s water system. By creating and
implementing a clear water strategy, you can limit the strain on natural resources while maintaining
the convenience and satisfaction level of your tenants.
While water conservation is the effort to reduce the direct consumption of water, water efficiency is
aimed at both reducing the unnecessary use of water and making its consumption more sustainable, by
focusing on responsible solutions for the supply, use and treatment of water. Using water responsibly
means taking into account how much is used, how it’s used and what happens to it after it goes down
the drain. This way, we have the required knowledge to also reduce other strains on the environment,
that have a largely hidden impact: heating water, purifying seawater, and treating wastewater all
produce significant amounts of CO2.
Optimizing your complete water system is possible without compromising the comfort and convenience
of your tenants’ water supply – making it both an environmentally responsible strategy and a sound
business decision. So, what exactly does this entail?

Water Efficiency Strategy
To make your portfolio water-efficient, you first need a thorough understanding of your water
consumption. We can only manage what we measure, as the SDG 6 Summary Progress Update 2021
says. And at Smartvatten, we agree. The foundation of a clear water strategy that is tailored to the
specific needs of your portfolio is high-quality data.
Smartvatten allows you to monitor and analyze your water consumption in real-time, so you can find
out exactly how (much) water is used during day and night, in different seasons and throughout the
year. Deviations from your regular use automatically trigger leak alerts, allowing you to quickly solve
leaks and minimize or prevent damage. Apart from catching leaks, it provides information you might
not find anywhere else. You’ll discover that your irrigation system is running even when it just rained,
for example, or you gain insight into the exact amount of water your cooling tank uses. “While technical
descriptions might refer to gross volumes, Smartvatten can actually determine what a system costs you
in sustainability and financial means,” says Nick Hirschstein, Customer Success Manager at Smartvatten.
You’ll also be able to track and analyze the impact of any water-saving measures you implement,
allowing you to evaluate your progress. Our experts can also help with a water-saving survey: a thorough
examination of the state of your water supply, installations, and sanitation system. It looks at the water
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pressure levels and options to implement water-saving fittings. You can reduce water consumption
as well as your carbon footprint, without even making large structural changes. “Adjusting levels and
implementing water-saving fittings can be done within minutes and costs less than €10 per water point,
like a tap or toilet,” Hirschstein says. “It’s a small investment that has a very fast rate of return, and is
solely based on the water you’re saving. And you don’t need to compromise on convenience.”
We send out regular reports on your water consumption as well as monthly reports on your water-
related CO2 output, using the CO2 multipliers of your local water utility and energy company. You can
also make comparisons within your portfolio, allowing you insight into how a property is doing on both
water consumption and energy use. All this data is available in our online portal and can be easily
integrated into existing platforms with our API-integrations.

It’s a small investment that has a very fast rate of return,
and is solely based on the water you’re saving. And you
don’t need to compromise on convenience.

With the combined data on your water consumption and the state of your system, you have all the
necessary ingredients to map out a plan to upgrade your properties and reduce both waste and costs.
The final step is implementing improvements and making sure the whole system runs smoothly, without
leaks or excessive use, and the comfort and convenience of your tenants is ensured.

Water-Efficient Solutions
When developing new buildings or retrofitting existing ones, a relatively simple first step is installing
dual-flush toilets and water-saving showerheads and taps. They will already save you up to dozens
of liters of water per end user every single day. When you invest in efficient household appliances,
like low-water-use washing machines and dishwashers, you make sure that no drop is wasted. Water
pressure levels in apartment buildings are often set at an excessive level, leading to a significant and
unnecessary waste. Adjust the flow water to a level where water can flow smoothly to the highest floors
but is still sustainable. Greywater circuits are an excellent way to reuse wastewater or put rainwater to
good use while relieving the pressure on sewage systems at the same time.
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Looking beyond your own water consumption, your properties can also contribute to a more sustainable
future by considering the installation of green roofs. Not only does this insulate your building and
support biodiversity, but it also helps with the gradual drainage of rainwater during peak downpours.
With heavy rain showers becoming more common, sewers can overflow when they have to process
all the water at once. By releasing the water gradually, green roofs ease the pressure on the sewage
system and help decrease the risk of floods. Another water-related option that you can consider is solar
hot water systems, reducing the CO2 output that comes with heating water. Taking into account the
water footprint of any materials used in construction and renovations is a good move, as is considering
how recyclable they are after they’ve served their purpose. Finally, creating awareness among users
is also valuable. Informing tenants and guests about sustainability through narrowcasting or signs in
restrooms might just lead to more consideration and less waste.

Sustainable Opportunities
Apart from water, there are many ways to make your portfolio more sustainable. In the previous chapter,
we already mentioned technological advancements like solar panels and energy-efficient lighting, but
there are innumerable opportunities. We’ve also discussed the merits of environmental certifications
and would like to emphasize their usefulness. Assessing the ESG performance of your portfolio through
a program like GRESB or BREEAM not only provides you with helpful information on how your properties
are doing, but it also gives you invaluable insight into all the categories you can still improve in. And
every improvement you make helps us attain the sustainable future we’re hoping for.
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Examples from the Field
Bouwinvest Real Estate Investors B.V. invests institutional capital – from
pension funds and insurers – in real estate. They make investments for the
long term in a responsible manner and with an eye for the world around
them, aiming to spread risk and generate solid returns for their customers. Bouwinvest manages a
diversified range of three international mandates and five Dutch sector funds, three of which are open to
institutional investors: the Residential, Retail and Office Funds.
Sustainability is a big part of Bouwinvest’s strategies. In order to meet the Paris climate goals by 2045,
the organization is working hard to make every asset sustainable – including their hotels. “That means
including sustainable measures in construction, and making changes in existing properties,” says
Korenberg. “We focus on the BREEAM method for hotels, and have high demands for both new and
existing assets – also when it comes to management.”
To implement sustainable measures, good timing is also of the essence. “By working within the
regular cycle of real estate investment, you can create the biggest changes,” Korenberg says. That
means making the most of not only new construction projects and renovations, but also of scheduled
maintenance and replacement of installations. And in the hotel business, those natural opportunities
arise even more often. “On average, a chain of hotels might choose a new look and feel every 3 to 4
years,” says Korenberg, “and that’s where we come in and talk about potential sustainable options, for
installations but also with regard to dealing with the old materials.”
Their hotels are now equipped with Smartvatten devices, as well as their other properties, allowing
Bouwinvest to digitally and remotely track their consumption and any potential leaks. Several hotels
are equipped with green roofs and roof gardens. “The roof garden of the NH Hotel at the WTC The
Hague is a great example of a dual-purpose solution,” says Korenberg. “It’s an outdoor place in an urban
environment to get together, while also serving as a water buffer for the city by using basins equipped
with innovative sensors to collect excessive rain.”

Commercial property investor NSI focuses on well-located offices in economic growth
regions. By investing in attractive space and high-quality services, they’re able to
generate sustainable and growing revenues while being committed to reducing their
impact on the environment. The company’s long-term goal for their portfolio is to become CO2 neutral
by 2035. To reach that goal, they have created a Paris Proof19 roadmap, and are working to translate
their ambitions into clear steps for each building. In 2019 and 2020, their entire portfolio was assessed
to determine the performance of each building and what measures to take during upcoming
renovations.

19 A term introduced by the Dutch Green Building Council, developer of the BREEAM-NL certification, as a common sustainable
goal for urban buildings to achieve the Paris climate accords.
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It has become standard for NSI to include water-saving showerheads, taps and dual-flush toilets in
every new development and renovation project. To monitor their water consumption and prevent leaks,
they’re now using the Smartvatten service. “We started out monitoring about five buildings, and then
expanded to our complete multi-tenant portfolio. Wherever we manage water, Smartvatten provides us
with insight,” Solleveld says. “And water efficiency is an excellent way to score extra points for GRESB
and BREEAM.” Furthermore, in a number of new developments they’re now working with greywater
circuits and green roofs.
NSI is in the final stages of designing a building on the Zuidas in Amsterdam, a true showpiece. “It will be
a hybrid building, its structure made out of wood with concrete only used for the elevator shafts,” Solleveld
says. “We want to turn it into the most sustainable office building there is, with the lowest possible use of
energy and the BREEAM Outstanding label to prove it.” In another property, they’ve introduced a climate
system, where sensors decide which parts of the building need to be cooled or heated, depending on the
number of people present. “The level of comfort has improved, and so did the climate label.”

Syntrus Achmea, an investment manager in real estate and
mortgages for institutional investors, invests in sustainable real
estate that offers both financial and social returns. Having focused
on monitoring and reducing their properties’ energy consumption for several years, they still lacked an
efficient way to gain insight into their water consumption. “Smart water meters weren’t available, or very
expensive,” says Roel Kalfsvel, Manager of Sustainability and responsible for developing the company’s
ESG policy. Syntrus Achmea started working with Smartvatten in 2019 and rolled out the smart water
monitoring system including apartment buildings, shopping centers and health centers. “The importance of
sustainability has been a big topic for about ten years now, but there’s a lot of greenwashing,” Kalfsvel says.
“Our investors care about real results: you have to prove that you’re really working on making your portfolio
more sustainable. And Smartvatten helps us show our investors real data.”
The company is working towards a 50% CO2 emission reduction by 2030 and a complete carbon-neutral
real estate portfolio by 2050. A great example of their work on carbon reduction is De Flair health
center in Gilze en Rijen. The 2,331 m2 site that offers spaces to 15 different healthcare disciplines,
was redeveloped a few years back. Conventional lighting was replaced with LED lighting, heating pipes
were insulated, and an additional heat pump was installed. A newly implemented building management
system allows systems to communicate with each other, preventing overlaps in heating and cooling.
Additional insulation was added to the roof, and the installation of solar panels is being discussed.
Together, these measures have reduced carbon emissions by 35%.

At Athora, a pension and life insurer, they’re constantly looking for new
ways to make their buildings more sustainable. From monitoring water
consumption, solar panels, heat and cold storage and a fleet of electric
vehicles, to putting sensors on taps and placing stickers about responsible water use in bathrooms.
They’re now researching greywater recycling. The amount of potable water used by all those toilets in
all those offices is bizarre to Willem van Biezen, Head of Facility Management. “There’s a big pond at
our Amstelveen location, and I’ve been talking to my technical manager about setting up a greywater
circuit,” he says. “I’m not an expert on the matter, but why can’t we use the pond, rainwater and
wastewater to flush our toilets?”
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Conclusion
Water is not an infinite resource. Its availability, accessibility and quality are threatened every day, by
climate change, needless waste, and lack of awareness. But it is something we can change. By getting
the real estate sector involved in this global challenge, we can make a significant impact on the
worldwide consumption of water. And it’s not just good for the environment. It’s good for business.
In this paper, we’ve discussed the causes and effects of water scarcity, droughts, and floods, and talked
about the international efforts to make water consumption sustainable. Water plays an immensely
important role in the real estate sector. It is undeniable: it’s necessary for construction, maintenance
and the daily wellbeing of your tenants and guests. And it impacts your properties even further: water
scarcity can lead to structural damage, rising costs and financial risks for your portfolio and company
when the lack of water is growing.
But sustainable opportunities are also growing. New solutions are continuously being developed and
are getting more affordable and accessible every day. More and more businesses are making a serious
effort to go green, to contribute to a sustainable environment that will last. The real estate sector has
the opportunity to contribute to a sustainable future through both the conservation and responsible use
of water, and by implementing measures that help mitigate climate changes that are already happening.
Interiors, exteriors, and outdoor spaces, there are countless opportunities to take sustainable steps.
From monitoring consumption and detecting leaks, to installing water-saving toilets, to constructing
intricate rainwater collection systems. There is so much we can do.
We’d like to thank Bouwinvest, NSI, Syntrus Achmea and Athora for their time and sharing their views
and inspiring examples from the field, and our readers, for taking an interest in water-efficiency and
contributing to a sustainable future together.
Join us in making the sustainable use of water a priority in the real estate sector. Let’s help make
lasting access to clean water a reality for everyone.
Want to know how to get started? We look forward to hearing from you.
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Getting Started with Smartvatten
Who we are
Since its foundation in 2013, Smartvatten has been committed to making
sustainability user-friendly. From producing energy certificates to providing
simple water-saving installation services in Finland, to facilitating remote
monitoring of water consumption in Europe, to offering full-service water
efficiency strategies worldwide.
We have grown from a small two-person office into a business with more than
60 employees (and counting) that has locations all over Europe and offers
its services around the globe. Smartvatten makes it its mission to continue
asking the right questions and coming up with the best solutions.

What we do
Our device comes equipped with OCR technology (Optical
Recognition), is installed on your property’s water meter, and then
tracks and records your water consumption in real-time.
The device is directly linked to our cloud-based software,
where your data is collected and analyzed without delay.
Any deviations in water consumption trigger an alert – helping
you to quickly respond to leaks, preventing serious damage to
your property.
Our reports provide you with detailed insight into your water
consumption, which we can use to help you create a clear water
strategy to save water, time, and money.
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What it costs
Signing up with Smartvatten means subscribing to a service. Our devices and
their maintenance are included in your subscription fee. You receive regular
reports and direct access to our support team for any questions, advice, or
solutions. The fee you pay depends on the number of meters you have, the
length of your subscription, and whether you’ve chosen to measure your water
consumption by the minute or the hour.

Current situation

With Smartvatten

Frequency

Once per year

Once per minute

Accuracy

1000 liter

1 deciliter

Big leaks only

Big and small leaks

Once per year

Anytime

Free of charge

A maximum of €2,- per day

Leak detection
Alarm
Report
API
Water efficiency index
Analyses
Points for certifications

Does your portfolio consist of multiple properties?
Contact us about custom pricing!
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Want to find out more?
Get in touch!
Global
Tim Twisk
Global Key Account Manager
tim.twisk@smartvatten.com
Netherlands, Belgium & Luxembourg
Raymond Tieman
Sales Manager Benelux
raymond.tieman@smartvatten.nl
Finland
Kari Haahtela
Sales Manager Finland
kari.haahtela@envera.fi
Sweden, Norway & Denmark
Patrik Tjäder
Sales Manager Nordics
patrik.tjader@smartvatten.se
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1000+
satisfied customers have already
gone before you. Read about their experiences at
smartvatten.com/testimonials.
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