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Peter Brabeck-Letmathe, chairman of Nestlé, argues that water shortage is an even more urgent
problem than climate change

The rise in the price of basic food has had devastating effects on the most
vulnerable—the poor who spend up to two-thirds of their income on food.
Some of the measures taken in response, such as export restrictions, have
been highly counter-productive. In 2009 the world needs to reflect on the
underlying causes of the food crisis and start addressing structural factors,
in particular the link to biofuels and water.

Frank Rijsberman, from the Sri Lanka-based International Water Management
Institute, gave warning in 2003 that if current trends continued, the
livelihoods of one-third of the world’s population could be affected by water
scarcity by 2025: “We could be facing annual losses equivalent to the entire
grain crops of India and the United States combined.” Normally, when people
hear about water scarcity they think of tap water; he talked about crops.
And the dimension of the problem ahead is vast: America and India combined
produce about 30% of globally consumed cereals.

It was a very hot summer that year. In Paris the heatwave left old people
dying in their apartments. The big issue in the media was climate change. Mr
Rijsberman’s warnings remained unnoticed.

So what has happened since to the relevant trends? They have indeed changed, but not for the better. New
factors—in particular the craze for biofuels—have added to the urgency of the water issue.

Let me quickly illustrate some of the links between food and water. It takes about one litre of water to produce
one calorie from food crops. The actual water requirements differ according to plant, climate (most of the
water withdrawn by plants is for cooling through evaporation) and the efficiency of irrigation.

Diets are another variable. Europeans and Americans have for years had high proportions of meat in their diets,
but now this trend is catching on in emerging markets as incomes rise. Meat requires ten times the water
withdrawn per calorie by plants. So the average daily diet in California requires some 6,000 litres of water in
agriculture, compared with 3,000 litres in countries such as Tunisia and Egypt.

Compare these 3,000-6,000 daily litres withdrawn per head of world population for
farming the food we eat with the three to four litres we drink or the 300-600 litres of
water needed for other purposes, such as hygiene, or manufacturing (about 100
litres).
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water is being
managed, we will
run out of water
long before we
run out of fuel
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Water withdrawals for agriculture continue to increase rapidly. In some of the most
fertile regions of the world (America, southern Europe, northern India, north-eastern
China) overuse of water, mainly for agriculture, is leading to sinking water tables.
Groundwater is being withdrawn, no longer as a buffer over the year, but in a
structural way, mainly because water is seen as a free good.

As if this were not enough, politicians have added another drain—biofuels. It takes up to 9,100 litres of water
to grow the soy for one litre of biodiesel, and up to 4,000 litres for the corn to be transformed into bioethanol.
What is meant to alleviate a serious environmental problem (climate change) is making another, even more
serious problem (water shortage) worse. Whatever the scenarios for climate change, we must reduce the
consumption of fossil energy. But biofuels from crops specifically planted to be transformed into energy are
clearly the wrong answer. I am convinced that, under present conditions and with the way water is being
managed, we will run out of water long before we run out of fuel.

How to avoid running dry

There are solutions. They start in politics—for example, stopping subsidies for biofuels. Even more important,
look for ways to use water in agriculture more efficiently. There is enough land and water to supply more meat
to people in emerging economies. Efficient irrigation, for instance, would reduce freshwater withdrawals almost
by half.

And more can be done at international level. Some crops are better grown in water-rich countries, others grow
well with relatively little water. If water had a price (such as from locally tradable water rights, though of
course not for basic human needs), and if farm products could be traded freely and without subsidies across
borders, a water-efficient allocation of production would follow.

What is business doing? At Nestlé, we have brought down freshwater withdrawals for our production from five
litres per dollar of sales ten years ago to less than 1.8 litres. We actively participate in the public-policy
dialogue on water, and together with other companies we have initiated the UN Global Compact CEO Water
Mandate, aiming at a more efficient water use in industry.

We must all take the water issue seriously, better understand the link to food security and stop the trend
towards overuse of freshwater. The decisions of the coming years will determine whether a major global crisis
of water and food shortage can be avoided.
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