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Overview of Milwaukee’s World Water Hub 
 

Milwaukee’s Past: “Gathering Place by the Water”  
Milwaukee’s Future: “World Water Hub” 

 
Milwaukee is considered to be one of the world’s most significant hubs for water research AND 
industry because of its established and extensive history engaged in the study, treatment, 
storage and movement of water.  Unlike other global locations that are aspirational in nature, 
the substance in the enterprises are already present in the Milwaukee region.  
 
Water now offers unparalleled opportunities for new jobs, new companies and a new image for 
Milwaukee - an image that is being created across the world.  This Milwaukee industry has been 
more than 100 years in the making and while water remains central, the birth of new water-
technology companies is helping to shape the region into the next “Silicon Valley.” 
 
Whether you are in industry, academia or government, you will find a confluence of expertise 
and resources in the Milwaukee region, needed to succeed in the world water marketplace. 
 

• More than 150 water technology companies. 
• Great Lakes WATER Institute,the largest freshwater research institute on the Great Lakes. 
• University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM), home to the first School of Freshwater 

Sciences in the nation. 
• A water law program at Marquette University and water business management minor at 

University of Wisconsin-Whitewater. 
• Over 100 academic scientists and researchers focused on water solutions. 
• Designation as a UN Global Compact City, recognized internationally as a center of 

freshwater expertise. 
• One of the elite first cities to be part of IBM’s Smarter Cities Challenge and the only city to 

focus on water.  
• A national sustainability leader for managing stormwater with green infrastructure, 

extracting renewable energy from waste products, and adapting to climate change. 
 
Milwaukee’s water business, academic and NGO community, along with the collaborative 
leadership of the Milwaukee Water Council, the only organization of its kind in the United States, 
is coalescing these attributes together into a powerful force.  Created by business and 
education leaders; the Council is convening the region’s water companies and research 
clusters, developing programs to train our talent, and building cross-sector and geographic 
partnerships. 
 
Milwaukee’s water cluster is advancing its global position by becoming a magnet that attracts 
creative talent, innovative ideas and is being recognized as a water leader in tomorrow’s world.   
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Milwaukee Water Cluster’s Major Accomplishments 
 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT - UNIVERSITY & INDUSTRY LINKAGES 
Expansion: 
Water Technology Companies 
In 2010 Badger Meter completed relocating to their Milwaukee headquarters 25 water 
engineering professionals from its Oklahoma facility.  A year earlier ITT-Sanitaire broke ground 
on an expanded research and testing facility in Brown Deer.  ITT-Sanitaire GM Ken George 
noted, "We see the work of the Water Council as being critical in creating a strong environment 
where we will see clear success." 
 
Economic Development Plan 
Following an assessment of economic development opportunities within the water industry by 
dozens of business leaders; in January 2011 the Milwaukee Water Council Board of Directors 
approved an Economic Development Blueprint that focuses its strategies on four inter-
connected themes: Capital, Government, Entrepreneurial Ecosystem and Technology 
Transfer/Academia-Business Partnerships.  
 
National Science Foundation’s Industry/University Collaborative Research Center 
Milwaukee’s economic development efforts are centered on strengthening and growing our 
region’s current water technology assets.  One effort has been the National Science 
Foundation’s Industry/University Collaborative Research Center which was announced in May 
2010.  This $2.75 million initiative links together the research between UW-Milwaukee, 
Marquette University and six businesses within the Milwaukee region.  The Center will advance 
understanding of advanced technologies and help water equipment manufacturers increase 
competitiveness as well as stimulate entrepreneurship. 
 
U.S. Economic Development Administration Report 
Supported by a grant by the U.S. Economic Development Administration, the Water Council and 
UWM issued a report entitled “Water Markets of the United States and the World: A Strategic 
Analysis for The Milwaukee Water Council, Milwaukee, Wisconsin.”  This report helps 
Milwaukee’s water cluster, as well as the U.S. water technology industry, gain a better 
understanding of state, national, and international water markets and business opportunities.  
 
Attraction: 
Water Technology Companies 
Milwaukee’s water leaders believe that by creating an energetic, synergistic business 
environment, along with strong talent development initiatives, that the region will become a 
magnet for businesses outside of the region.  This started in July 2010 with American Micro 
Detection Systems, Inc. (AMDS), a California-based sensor technology manufacturer, locating 
their first major operations in Milwaukee.  Early in 2010 Northern Lakes Services Inc. (located in 
the northwest corner of Wisconsin) purchased Water Quality Testing Services, Inc. 
headquartered in a Milwaukee suburb and moved the company to a new, expanded laboratory 
in the Milwaukee region.  This past fall the Water Council was contacted by another company 
interested in relocating to the Milwaukee region to tap into the engineering talent. 
 
WAVE District 
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On December 17, 2010 the Public Service Commission gave approval for Milwaukee to 
implement its WAVE (Water Attracting Valued Employers) program that would offer expanding 
or relocating businesses low-cost water for an incremental time in return for creating jobs. 
 
TALENT DEVELOPMENT 
UWM School of Freshwater Sciences 
In June 2010, UWM, the city of Milwaukee and Water Council announced that it would establish 
two locations for the new School.  UWM will build a $50 million addition to its existing Great 
Lakes WATER Institute at Greenfield Ave.  In addition, the UWM Real Estate Foundation and 
the Water Council will seek funding to develop a site at the Reed Street Yards for a “public-
private” facility that will house academic applied research labs conference space and business 
interests, including a business accelerator and the Water Council offices.   The first class of 
students to be part of UWM’s School of Freshwater Sciences began studies in September 2010.   
 
Water Law 
Marquette University’s esteemed Law School has added a “water law” curriculum as part of its 
Environmental Law Course Stream. 
 
Water Business Minor 
To solidify its water business education programs, UW-Whitewater’s College of Business & 
Economics has created a Water Business Minor which bridges business training and the 
science behind water quality solutions.  
 
Student Water Councils 
Undergraduate and graduate students within the Milwaukee region have started student water 
councils which offer an opportunity to explore water industry careers and directly work on 
projects that improve water quality.  The first council was started at UW-Whitewater with UW-
Parkside shortly thereafter.  Additional councils have been created at Marquette University and 
Milwaukee School of Engineering. 
 
GLOBAL LEADERSHIP ON WATER QUALITY 
UN Global Compact Cities Programme 
The most significant global recognition of Milwaukee’s water leadership came in April 2009 
when Milwaukee was selected as the fourteenth member of the UN Global Compact Cities 
Programme - the only region to tackle the full cycle of water quality issues and improve our 
citizen’s value of water.  This engagement spawned world-wide interest and attracted visits from 
across the globe.  The designation also has been critical in opening doors with our comparable 
water technology leaders located in Singapore, Israel, Sweden, France and the Netherlands. 
 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
In August 2010, another federal government link was formed when the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with UWM to 
collaborate “on innovative water technology development.”  The spirit of this MOU extended to 
Milwaukee’s entire regional water cluster as well as throughout the entire EPA. 
 
 
 
Great Lakes Academic Water Research Consortium  
The Water Council is creating collaborative research programs that reach across the Great 
Lakes and overseas as it forms a Great Lakes Academic Water Research Consortium that 
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includes Michigan State University, University of Illinois, along with UW-Milwaukee, Marquette 
University, UW-Whitewater and National University of Singapore’s Institute of Water Policy.   
 
INTERNATIONAL 
Alliance for Water Stewardship 
In August 2010 the Water Council approved its engagement as the North American hub for the 
Alliance for Water Stewardship’s “Global Water Roundtable” which is a multi-year, multi-
stakeholder effort to create consensus-based water stewardship standards.  
 
International Large Water Services Club 
Under the leadership of Le Syndicat des Eaux d’Ile-de-France, which provides drinking water to 
144 municipalities around Paris, the Milwaukee Water Council has become a co-founder of an  
enterprise that will bring together six cities from around the world to share best water practices.   
 
MARKETING 
Media 
During the fall of 2010 the water cluster was featured in the CNBC documentary “Liquid Assets: 
The Big Business of Water.”  Also in 2010, Sweet Water Organics, an enterprise growing fish 
and vegetables, was featured on NBC Nightly News with Brian Williams.  Milwaukee’s water 
hub has received extensive print coverage in local and national newspapers and magazines 
including Wall Street Journal and New York Times.  The Economist stated May 20, 2010 that 
Milwaukee “exemplifies the hope that water may not only support growth, but catalyze it.” 
 
Water Summit IV 
Over 250 participants from around the region and the nation participated in Water Summit IV on 
July 19, 2010.  This Summit focused on the Blue Footprint™ - the nexus between the carbon 
and water footprint.  Featured presentations were made by National Geographic Magazine, 
Veolia Water North America, McKinsey & Co. and actor/sustainability advocate Ed Begley, Jr. 
 
MISCELLANEOUS 
U.S. Water Prize 
On May 9, 2011 the Clean Water America Alliance awarded the U.S. Water Prize to the 
Milwaukee Water Council for its work in leveraging collaboration around advancing water 
technology. 
 
U.S. EDA - 2010 Innovation in Economic Development Awards 
In December 2010 the Water Council received word from the U.S. Commerce Department's 
Economic Development Administration that it had been selected as one of two finalists for the 
2010 Innovation in Economic Development Awards in the area of Regional Innovation Clusters. 
 
National Conferences 
The visibility of Milwaukee’s water industry has helped attract national conferences, including 
the 2010 Annual Meeting of the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence Cities Initiative.
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Milwaukee Water Cluster’s 2011 Major Targeted Activities 

 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT - UNIVERSITY & INDUSTRY LINKAGES 
Expansion: 
Economic Development Plan 
The Water Council will work on developing a Start-Up Fund that can assist researchers, 
scientists and entrepreneurs in turning their ideas into promising products and successful 
companies.  The goal will be to develop a fund that would total $5-10 million and which could 
ultimately lead to investment returns that could benefit the work of the Water Council. 
 
National Science Foundation’s Industry/University Collaborative Research Center 
One of the 2011 objectives of the Research Center is to move one to two of the seven research 
projects to the next stage of development and exploration of commercialization. 
 
IBM Smarter Cities Challenge 
In March 2011, the city of Milwaukee and the Milwaukee Water Council were selected as one of 
the first recipients of the prestigious IBM Smarter Cities Challenge. IBM received over 200 
applications from more than 40 countries for this year's program.  Milwaukee will be one of 
only 24 cities worldwide and one of 8 in the United States to participate in 2011.  As part of this 
grant IBM will bring 5-6 experts to Milwaukee for a three week period in June to help refine and 
scale the city's aquaponics systems and create a viable economic model for aquaponics locally 
as well as globally. 
 
U.S. Economic Development Administration Report 
The Water Council uncovered valuable global water markets information but it was also 
determined that water business intelligence was just being scratched.  The Water Council will 
work on capturing more insight into the national and international water markets and will offer 
this information to a global audience through purchased webinars and research reports. 
 
Water Stewardship 
A new initiative of the Water Council will be the development of a Water Stewardship 
Committee.  The committee will include hospitals, food processors, breweries, commercial 
laundries, institutional facilities, hotels, landscapers, school districts, etc. and will encourage, 
promote, and facilitate: 

• efficient and innovative use of water resources, including water conservation, water reuse 
and reducing unaccounted for water losses; 

• communication and cooperation between water users in the region; as well as water users 
and utilities (water and wastewater) in the region. 

 
Attraction: 
Water Technology Companies 
Currently the Water Council is working with one company that has expressed interest in 
relocating to the Milwaukee region because of the desire to tap into the engineering talent that is 
being trained in Milwaukee.  The objective will be to finalize this relocation in 2011 and secure 
other companies that express interest in relocating or expanding into the region. 



 

6 

 
WAVE District 
With the WAVE District now approved, the Water Council will assist the efforts by Milwaukee 7 
and Milwaukee Water Works in recruiting water user companies to Milwaukee. 
 
TALENT DEVELOPMENT 
UWM School of Freshwater Sciences 
Attention now turns toward the selection of a world-class Dean for the School of Freshwater 
Sciences.  Additionally efforts will be focused on programming and fundraising for the “Reed 
Street Yards” water business accelerator facility which will house academic applied research 
labs conference space and business interests, including the Water Council offices.    
 
Student Cultivation 
With the core water education and training programs established in the region’s higher 
education institutions, efforts now turn toward encouraging high school students to consider a 
water industry career.  
 
Internships 
From the Water Council’s outset a priority has been to match students with water businesses.  
This activity will continue in 2011 with the goal to increase the number of internships. 
 
GLOBAL LEADERSHIP ON WATER QUALITY 
UN Global Compact Cities Programme 
The Milwaukee region’s work moves into the second component of the project; aimed at 
improving our citizen’s appreciation of water.  As we implement UN water projects, we look 
forward to increased collaboration between education and technology across international lines. 
 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
Working closely with UWM, the Water Council will assist in the actual implementation of the 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) and jointly work at encouraging the EPA, as well as 
other federal agencies, to expand water technology research funding in Milwaukee. 
 
Great Lakes Academic Water Research Consortium 
In 2011 the Consortium moves from the formative stage to the implementation stage.  Some of 
the areas of collaboration include: joint symposia; joint research; joint proposals; and exchange 
of faculty, researchers and students. 
 
INTERNATIONAL 
Alliance for Water Stewardship 
A full-time coordinator for the North American office of the Alliance for Water Stewardship began 
in March 2011 and one of her first tasks was the creation of the North American Advisory 
Committee that will oversee all aspects of the three-year project to develop water standards. 
 
Singapore International Water Week 
The Water Council will lead a business mission and host a pavilion to showcase Milwaukee’s 
global water technology cluster at Singapore’s International Water Week conference which 
occurs July 4-8. More than 14,000 delegates from 112 countries attended in 2010. 
 
 
International Large Water Services Club 
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The Water Council will head to Paris in May 2011 to meet with Le Syndicat des Eaux d’Ile-de-
France concerning: 1) water and energy nexus; 2) water quality traceability; 3) pharmaceutical 
products in water and 4) water management.  Discussions will also explore collaboration on 
addressing water quality issues in developing countries.  Lastly, planning will occur on finalizing 
the remaining four cities to be part of the International Large Water Services Club and 
preparations associated with World Water Forum in March 2012 in Marseille, France. 
 
MARKETING 
Water Summit V 
The Water Council’s popular Water Summit will be expanding in 2011 to a two-day conference 
that will take place on September 19-20.  Water Summit V will be attracting a larger international 
audience as the Milwaukee Water Council partners with the International Water Association to 
hold one of its specialized conferences in conjunction with the Summit. 


