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The Water Saving Challenge Project 
PROJECT OVERVIEW   

Abstract 

The Water Saving Challenge (WaSaC) taps 

into possibilities of using technology and 

adjusting human behaviour to save water. 

For solving water shortages, many explore 

how to increase water supply. This project, 

however, promotes policies of decreasing 

water demand – influencing the “other side” 

of the water shortage problem.  

Islands are in general short of water and 

through centuries have accumulated skills 

for innovative solutions. They are an 

excellent learning lab for water saving 

solutions and could become a model to 

follow for mainland communities as well.  

The project will utilize water saving 

experiences of eight Croatian, French, Greek 

and Irish islands.  

1 The State of Play 

1.1 The Problem 

Many European islands suffer from a 
scarcity of freshwater. In addition, most 
small islands in the Union depend on  
tourism as most important and developing 
business sector. As tourism is a water-
consuming industry, many of these islands 
have common and major water problems. 

The human pressure from summer 
residents and tourists on these islands is 

                                                           
1 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/File:Total_freshwater_abstraction_by_
public_water_supply,_2013_(m³_per_inhabitant)_YB16.png 

uneven and seasonal. On some islands, 
summer population ten times exceeds 
winter population, creating problems 
further aggravated by large numbers of 
tourists. 

There are big differences in availability of 
freshwater among EU member states. 
Water scarcity is reinforced by, and often a 
direct consequence of, climate change. It is a 
fact both in the Mediterranean, among some 
of the small Atlantic islands, and in the 
Baltic. Scandinavian countries recognised 
they were hit by this phenomenon in 2006. 

There are also important differences in 
daily water consumption rate per capita, 
rating from 40 to 160 litre/person/day: 
(partner countries in dark blue) 

 

 

Source: Eurostat1 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Total_freshwater_abstraction_by_public_water_supply,_2013_(m³_per_inhabitant)_YB16.png
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On average, a typical European uses water 
as diagram below shows (darker the colour 
less purified does the water need to be): 

            

Source: Svenskt Vatten2 

1.2 Current Solutions 

Mainstream solutions so far have been 
focused on how to supply more water to the 
island systems by using sea transports 
(water tankers), fixed links (pipelines 
connected to mainland), and local 
production of freshwater (desalination 
plants).  

1.3 A Different Solution 

The Koster Islands3 in Sweden have a 
“water problem that puts an end to 
everything”. The two islands, divided by a 
narrow strait, are together 6 km2 in size 
with a resident population of 350, 1,500 
summer residents and 90,000 yearly 
visitors. The islands’ freshwater situation 
has been critical for many years which lead 
to the import of water by ships.  

The freshwater system on the islands can be 
described on three levels: 

(a) Island’s geophysical water resources: 
“the water of the island”; 

(b) the water footprint of humans on the 
island, that is what is used for human 
consumption (drinking, washing, 
cooking), and what the agriculture, 

                                                           
2 http://www.svensktvatten.se/fakta-om-

vatten/dricksvattenfakta/ 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koster_Islands 

industries and tourism need: “the 
water of the islanders”; and 

(c)  the way the water is distributed, how 
the system is managed, financed and 
administrated: “the water of the 
municipality”4  

On level 1, the total amount of water in the 
bedrock of Koster islands has been 
calculated to 395.000 m3 whereof only a 
small part can be extracted through wells, 
which are 31-132 meters deep.  

The islands rests on a freshwater lens 
which can easily be deformed and 
subsequently pollute the freshwater with 
salt water. 

 

On level 2 and 3, humans are using 159.000 
m3 water a year at a total cost of 1.6 million 
EUR (plus hidden costs for private wells). 
The islands are part of a mainland 
municipality. 

It is evident that the island and the 
islanders need to save water. A set of 
actions have been planned to develop a 
sustainable water management on the 
island, including in it residents, summer 
residents, tourists, and industry. The island 
has the ambition to become a benchmark in 
water saving management.  

  

4 This also includes sewage but in this ”Water saving 

Challenge”, sewage systems are not included 

http://www.svensktvatten.se/fakta-om-vatten/dricksvattenfakta/
http://www.svensktvatten.se/fakta-om-vatten/dricksvattenfakta/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Koster_Islands
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1.4 The Challenge 

Koster islands serves as inspiration for this 
project, which will gather knowledge of and 
experiences with saving water on a handful 
of small European islands both by technical 
means and by changing human behaviour.  

Eligible islands are under 100 km2 in (land) 
size, have resident population of 200-1,000, 
at least five times as much summer 
residents, additional number of tourists, a 
scarcity of freshwater and a genuine 
interest to solve this problem by taking on 
the challenge of saving water.  

The project aims at taking action at the 
other end of the water problem: aiming 
to reduce the use of freshwater with 
mindful attention to the possible 
disadvantages such measures might 
have on people and businesses. 

The cost of producing freshwater and for 
sanitation of used water differs between EU 
member states.5 Using an average island 
cost of freshwater, an island with a 
population of 300 would be able to save 10 
per cent of its freshwater system cost. This 
would add up to municipal savings of 
640,000€/year or 6,4 million € in ten years.  

If 100 small islands cut 5% of water costs in 
the next ten years, the total savings would 
amount to around 30 million EUR. 

Would European villages and cities 
follow the example of small islands? The 
financial and environmental long term gains 
are almost incalculable. 

2 Project Organisation 

The WaSaC project was initiated by Mr 
Christian Pleijel, Program Director at the 
Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm 
and General Secretary of ESIN (European 
Small Islands Federation) and developed in 
cooperation with MEP Tonino Picula, Vice-
president of the Intergroup for Seas, Rivers, 
Islands and Coastal Areas in the European 
Parliament.    

                                                           
5 https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prix_de_l%27eau_potable 

2.1 Core Management Team 

The core team will be coordinating project 
activities, supervising implementation, 
analysing results, wrapping up outputs and 
managing dissemination. The team consists 
of five members: in addition to Mr. Pleijel, 
prof. Anders Nordström from the 
University of Stockholm, Mr. Mairtin 
O’Mealoid as Irish representative in ESIN, 
Maxime Bredin as project assistant from 
the University of Brest, and Mr. Ivan Matić 
on behalf of Office of MEP Tonino Picula.  

2.2 Islands and Local Partners 

 

The WaSaC project will directly involve 
eight small islands, two from each of the 
following countries: Croatia, France, Greece 
and Ireland. In addition, the project will 
gather a local partner per country. Their 
task will be to provide council and support 
for local field research, communicating with 
regional and national authorities, if needed 
provide aid to two participating islands and 
take active part in dissemination.  

Croatia 

Two Croatian island partners under 
consideration (participation tbc) are the 
island of Lastovo (Lastovo Municipality, 
Dubrovnik-Nereteva County) and the island 
of Vis (Town of Komiža, Split-Dalmatia 
County). 
Local partner under consideration 
(participation tbc) is a Split based NGO 
“Sunce” (“The Sun”) promoting protection of 
environment and sustainable development 

France   

The two French islands will be Sein and 
Houat. The project and the French islands 
will have a strong support from the 
University of Brest, financial support from 
the Water region of Brittany, and additional 
support from the AIP (Association des Îles 
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du Ponant) who have commissioned a 
parallel benchmark study of the water 
situation on all European islands. 

Greece 

Aegean island of Tilos and Ionian island of 
Ithaca have been chosen as Greek island 
partners. The local, coordination partner is 
the Centre for Renewable Energy Sources 
and Saving CRES 
(www.cres.gr/kape/index_eng.htm).  

Ireland 

Islands of Cape Clear and Inis Oírr are 
confirmed Irish island partners. Mr. Mairtin 
O’Mealoid and Mr. Paddy Crowe will locally 
support the Irish islands. 

 

2.3 Learning Partners 

Direct learning partners are primarily small 
islands in Croatia, Greece, France and 
Ireland and secondly small islands 
throughout the European Union. 
Indirect learning partners encompass all 
medium and large EU islands as well as all 
mainland communities interested in 
applying innovative water saving policies. 

2.4 Supporting Partners  

The project received a strong support of the 
Office of MEP Tonino Picula from the 
Progressive Alliance of Socialists and 
Democrats who also serves as the Vice-
president for islands in the Parliamentary 
Intergroup for Seas, Rivers, Islands and 
Coastal Areas. The project is also backed by 
the Royal Institute of Technology in 
Stockholm and the European Small Islands 
Federation (ESIN). 

In addition to institutional support, WaSaC 
project counts on council of prof. Louis 
Brigand of the University of Brest, prof. 
Andy Bäcker from the University of Bilbao, 
and prof. Roland Barthel from the 
University of Gothenburg. 

3 Project Methodology 

3.1 The Challenge Method 

When addressing alumni, directors and 
CEOs (former pupils at the Royal Institute of 
Technology), KTH use a solution-oriented 
method for problem analysis, broadening 
and deepening knowledge and insights 
called the challenge groups. 

Such a challenge group deals with the 
questions and challenges of direct 
ownership to the group members, with 
support of leading academic expertise. The 
method is well proven to have a high ratio 
of value vs time.  

A challenge group constitutes in a non-
competitive way allowing a high level of 
openness, sharing, and addressing real 
problems. Typically, a challenge meeting 
bases on questions presented by one 
company or one organization at a time. The 
discussions taking place in the meetings are 
strictly confidential. They conclude with 
solution ideas and results suited to the 
company and applicable to other 
participants since the group bases on 
shared interests and problem areas for all 
members. 

It is a pathway to well-founded decisions 
and operational actions. 

3.2 The Water Saving Challenges 

Examples of water saving related 
challenges: 

- how can we make the tourists use less 
water and make it a part of a positive 
experience? 

- How can we change the water habits of 
our permanent residents? 

- How can we change the water habits of 
our summer residents? 

- How can we reduce the use of water in 
industrial processes, in agriculture and 
in official buildings such as schools 
without incurring more cost than 
benefit? 
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- How can we use our water saving 
measures to brand and market our 
islands, for visitors and new residents? 

3.3 Implementation 

The Water Saving Challenge Project will 
centre on a series of challenge meetings 
facilitated by experts and take place in 
Croatia. The core attendants will be 
representatives of island municipalities and 
local water companies – 16 in total, 2 
persons from each of the 8 participating 
islands (preferably 8 mayors and 8 public 
company directors).  

The meetings will be organized following a 
field research conducted by project 
manager Mr. Pleijel. Each challenge meeting 
is introduced by a host who presents 
his/her island challenges: those already 
solved by innovative policies, as well as the 
remaining ones. A facilitator provides a 
background and deepens the understanding 
of the unsolved challenges, where after the 
attendees work in small groups, creating 
alternative solutions to the problem. 

Groups present their solutions, which are 
then discussed and given feedback by other 
participants. The last question to each of the 
participants is: “If you had this problem, 
what would be the first thing you would do 
when you came home to your own island?” 

Challenge groups are managed by an expert 
facilitator who will, in cooperation with the 
core team and supporting partners, draft 
water saving plans for participating islands.  

3.4 Ensuring Replicability 

The project will end in late November 2017 
with a conference in the European 
Parliament in Bruxelles under auspicious of 
MEP Tonino Picula. The conference will 
present project results, draft water saving 
plans and will promote solving water 
shortages by water saving policies based on 
technological innovation and human 
behaviour adjustment. The conference will 
also offer an opportunity to get feedback 
from different stakeholders.  

The WaSaC project will launch a project 
website (watersavingislands.eu) and 
Facebook page in April as means of 
communicating the project and 
disseminating results. The ESIN and The 
Office of MEP Picula will make available its 
websites and social media channels for 
project results dissemination.  

Finally, the project proposes production of 
booklet based on project experience and 
results, presenting to wider audience 
freshwater issues, island related challenges 
and proposed solutions.   

4 Time Frame 

Phase 1    

Autumn ‘16 – project development, setting 
up partnerships 

March ‘17 – kick-off meeting in Bruxelles, 
core team meets to discuss challenges, 
website content and management, booklet 
structure, project logistics etc.  

April ’17 – launching project website and 
Facebook page 

Phase 2  

April – August ’17 – field research in 
Croatia, France, Greece and Ireland  

September ’17 – Challenge group meetings 
in Croatia (island of Vis tbc) 

Phase 3  

October ’17 – booklet final draft deadline 

November ’17 – booklet published, final 
conference in Bruxelles 

December ’17 – continuous dissemination 
of project materials 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


