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PRODUCTION of water-intensive goods

Globalization of Water

Local water consumption and
pollution related to export

CONSUMPTION of water-intensive goods

Water saving, but also water
dependency related to export

TRADETRADE



Water footprint of a product

► the volume of fresh water used to produce the product, 
summed over the various steps of the production chain.

► when and where the water was used:
a water footprint includes a temporal and spatial dimension.

► type of water use:
Green water footprint - volume of rainwater evaporated.
Blue water footprint - volume of surface or groundwater 
evaporated.
Grey water footprint - volume of polluted water.

Water footprint of a nation

► total amount of water that is used to produce the goods and 
services consumed by the inhabitants of the nation.

► two components:
• internal water footprint – inside the country.
• external water footprint – in other countries.
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National water accounting framework

The traditional statistics
on water use
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[Hoekstra & Chapagain, 2008]



Global water footprint
contribution by consumption category

Global water footprint = 7450 Gm3/yr

85.8%

4.6%

9.6%

Water footprint related to 
consumption of industrial goods

Water footprint related to domestic 
water consumption

Water footprint related to 
consumption of agricultural goods

[Hoekstra & Chapagain, 2008]
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Level Means

User level
Local water use efficiency

Create incentives to the water 
user: water pricing, promoting 
technology, awareness 
raising

River basin level
Water allocation efficiency

Allocate water where its value 
added is highest

Global level
Global water use efficiency

Virtual water trade from 
water-abundant to water-
scarce regions

Water use efficiency at different levels

Key question: how to develop a coherent set of actions at 
different spatial levels to solve local water problems?

Practical use of the concepts of
virtual water & water footprint

1. Analysis
providing understanding of the relation between production chains, 

trade and water use

2. Awareness raising
showing the link between consumption and impacts of water use 

3. Indicator for policy making
labelling of products; certification of businesses; benchmarking;
setting community standards with respect to water use;
international negotiations on sustainable & equitable water use

Target groups
governments, civil society, businesses, investors, consultants, international 

agencies, academia



Mission: Promoting sustainable, equitable and efficient water 
use through development of shared standards on water footprint 
accounting and guidelines for the reduction and offsetting of 
impacts of water footprints.

Network: bringing together expertise from academia, 
businesses, civil society, governments and international 
organisations.

www.waterfootprint.org



Thank you


