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Part One:
Explaining the 

Concept



The Vision of Soft 
Paths

The future lies with restricting 
demand, not with

increasing supply



Four Distinguishing Principles
of Soft Path Analysis

1. Treat water as a service, not an end
– Very data intensive

2. Make ecological security an absolute criterion
3. Match quality of water delivered to that required 

by end-use
4. Plan backwards, from future to present

– Time to set goals, criteria, indicators 



Why a “Soft” Path?
• Requires less steel and concrete

• Solves natural resource problems through 
ingenuity and innovation

• Asks “why?” rather than “how?”

• Works with nature, rather than against it



Typical Soft Path Policies
• Same Tasks Done Differently 

– Ultra-low flow sanitary systems
– Supplemental Irrigation

• Change Infrastructure
– Use of grey water
– Local use of storm water

• Reduce Institutional Barriers
• Revise Economic Development Models





Part Two:
Review Recent 

Study



Water Soft Path Policy Study

• Led by Friends of the Earth Canada
• Three Levels at three scalar levels

– Provincial (ON): University of Waterloo 
– Watershed (NS): Acadia University
– Municipal (BC): POLIS Project, Univ. of Victoria

• Special Studies (for example)
– Pulp and paper industry
– Diet and water



Selected Results
• Nova Scotia could cut water use by over 50%
• Ontario could absorb industrial growth with 

no new water through at least 2031
• Urban water use can drop by 45% despite 

50% growth in population
• Fully recycling pulp and paper mills in Ontario 

cut water use by 95% -- but t/o with energy
• Dietary changes cut water by 1/3 to 1/2



Gaps and Limitations
• Data or Modelling Limitations

– No change to economic or population growth 
projections

– No integration of cross-cutting studies

– Large-scale agriculture based on coefficients

• Inherent to Method

– Ecological requirements outside model

– No control on export demands



Overall Conclusions

NOT BAD FOR A WORLD FIRST!

Results should be seen as indicative, not 
definitive



Part Three:
Next Steps



To Do Right Now
• Go after low-hanging fruit

– Toilets (30% of household use)
– Low/No water greenery (50% in summer)
– Industrial recycling

• Price all water by volume
• Price wastewater by volume & quality
• Invest in water-use reporting, monitoring and 

audits (including agriculture)

Water Soft Paths:
Fresh Water & Ecological Security



Start Thinking Soft Path
• Focus on avoided costs (80%)
• Propose conservation tariff structures
• Propose “no-new-water” policy
• Link land-use decisions to water-use
• Promote demonstration projects at all scales 

and sectors, but don’t over-sell
• Balance EIs, subsidies and regulations
• Identify and oppose institutional barriers
• Make water waste like smoking



Follow-Up WSP Projects
• Fergus – Elora (Just west of Toronto) 
• Pembina Valley (SE Corner of Manitoba)

• Workshops in Nova Scotia, Ontario, 
Manitoba & British Columbia

• WSP Guidebook for Municipalities
• Atlanta, Georgia:  Upper Chattahoochee 

Riverkeeper “Filling the Water Gap” 



Major Sources
Oliver Brandes and David Brooks (2007). The 

Soft Path for Water in a Nutshell. Friends of 
the Earth Canada & POLIS Project on 
Ecological Governance.

David Brooks, Oliver Brandes, and Stephen 
Gurman, eds (2009). Making the Most of 
the Water We Have: The Soft Path 
Approach to Water Management. London: 
Earthscan.
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