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‘Eating’ Water Latest and Rising Threat to a Thirsty
World

8/27/2012

By Thalif Deen

STOCKHOLM, Aug 27 2012 (IPS) — Paradoxically, the water we “eat” is likely to become one of the growing
new dangers to millions of the world’s thirsty, hungering for this finite natural resource.

“More than one-fourth of all the water we use worldwide is taken to grow over one billion tons of food that
nobody eats,” Torgny Holmgren, executive director of the Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWTI), told
delegates during the opening of the annual international water conference, World Water Week, in the Swedish
capital Monday.

“That water, together with the billions of dollars spent to grow, ship, package and purchase the food, is sent down
the drain,” he said.

“And reducing the waste of food is the smartest and most direct route to relieve pressure on water and land
resources. It’s an opportunity we cannot afford to overlook,” he added.

The conference, one of the world’s largest single gathering of experts on water and sanitation, has drawn more
than 2,000 delegates, including senior U.N. officials, scientists, academics, water activists and representatives of
the business community, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the media, from over 100 countries.

Since everything humans eat requires water to be produced, the paradox of the water we “eat” was best illustrated
by an exhibition in the conference lobby, which pointed out that the production of an average hamburger — two
slices of bread, beef, tomato, lettuce, onions and cheese — consumes about 2,389 litres of water, compared to 140
litres for a cup of coffee and 135 for a single egg.

An average meal of rice, beef and vegetables requires about 4,230 litres of water while a chunky, succulent beef
steak, a staple among the rich in the world’s industrial countries, consumes one of the largest quantum of water:
about 7,000 litres.

Addressing delegates Monday, Dr. Colin Chartres, director-general of the [nfernafional Water Management
[mstitute TWMI), said feeding over 9 billion people by 2050 is possible, “but we have to reflect on the cost to the
environment in terms of water withdrawals and land resources”.

Furthermore, it will put phenomenal pressure on the ecosystem services on which society depends.

“Saving water by reducing food waste, increasing productivity, plant breeding and waste water recycling are
critical to all of us,” said Dr. Chartres, the 2012 Stockholm Water Prize Laureate.

Jose Graziano da Silva, director general of the Rome-based Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), said
statistics show that agriculture is one of the largest consumers of water.
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“But that also means that agriculture holds the key to sustainable water use,” he said, pointing out that investing in
smallholder farmers is “critical to achieve food and water security for all people”.

Meanwhile a 50-page report by the Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI) released here points out that
nearly one billion people still suffer from hunger and malnutrition — despite the fact that food production has been
steadily increasing on a per capita basis for decades.

Producing food to feed everyone well, including the two billion additional people expected to populate the planet
by mid-century, a significant from today’s seven billion, will place greater pressure on available water and land
resources.

Entitled “Feeding a Thirsty World: Challenges and Opportunities for a Water and Food Secure Future®, the report
focuses on the primary them of this year’s conference: “Water and Food Security”.

Achieving food security, the report argues, is a complex challenge involving a host of factors. Two of the most
critical have been identified as water and energy, both essential components to produce food.

Dr. Anders Jagerskog, lead editor of the report, said feeding everyone well is a primary challenge for this century.
“Overeating, undernourishment and waste are all on the rise, and increased food production may face future
constraints from water scarcity,” he said.

“We will need a new recipe to feed the world in the future,” he warned.
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® This web site is dedicated to the collection and redistribution of professional news and analysis that the commercial media
routinely ignore.
It aims to provide global analysis of trends and processes, in a media world that is increasingly centred on events.
This is an additional window on the process of globalisation, and it is a personal initiative, without any funding or vested agenda,
beyond providing friends with a personal contribution.
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Roberto Savio is the founder and President Emeritus of IPS-Inter Press Service, a regular news source for this site .
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