
 

Food: Water for Thought 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

It’s Thursday. Braai night.  

As you sit down to tuck into your supper, imagine savouring each delicious forkful, 

while sitting nearly knee deep in water.  

Why? You may ask? Did you forget to fix the leaking tap? 

Every item we purchase and consume has a water footprint embedded within its 

life cycle – from production and transport, to cleaning and cooking. Water is in 

everything – even if we don’t see it. 

So why does your supper use so much water? Where is it all going? 

Here is what’s on your plate. 

 (http://www.sxc.hu/photo/1101251) 

1. A 250g piece of steak (water usage: 3875 litres) 

The global average water footprint for a kilogram of beef is 15500 litres. This 

includes the grains and roughage, as well as the water that the cow consumes. 

For comparative purposes, 263 litres of water is used in the production of a 250g 

soy burger. 

http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=beef 

http://www.waterfootprint.org/Reports/Ercin-et-al-2012-WaterFootprintSoy.pdf 

For an interesting read, researchers at the university Twente undertook a 

comparative study looking at the water footprint of poultry, pork and beef 

in different countries and production systems. 

http://www.sxc.hu/photo/1101251
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=beef
http://www.waterfootprint.org/Reports/Ercin-et-al-2012-WaterFootprintSoy.pdf


http://www.utwente.nl/igs/conference/2011_resilient_societies/Papers%20

and%20presentations%20WATER/Paoer%20Livestock%20Gerbens%20Hoeks

tra%20Mekonnen.pdf 

 

Add on to that… 

2. Mielie 250g (water usage: 225 litres) 

For every kilogram of mielie that is grown, nine hundred litres of water is used. 

Around 8 percent (or 550 billion cubic metres) of the global water use for crop 

production can be attributed to mielie production.  

http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=maize 

How about that slice of toast? 

3. Toast (water usage: 40 litres) 

The water footprint for a slice of wheat bread is about 40 litres.  

http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=bread 

You can’t have all this food without something cold to wash it down. 

4. Two glasses of beer (water usage: 150 litres) 

Each glass of beer requires three hundred times more water to produce. The 

global average water footprint for a glass of beer is 75 litres – most of which is 

from the barley production.  

http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=beer 

While in South Africa, according to SAB Miller, 155 litres of water is used in the 

production of every litre of beer. 

http://www.sabmiller.com/files/reports/water_footprinting_report.pdf 

And, to finish off as you catch the final glimpses of the sunset, a nice cup of 

coffee. 

5. Coffee (water usage: 140 litres) 

140 litres of water goes into the production process to make one cup of coffee; 

compared to 30 litres of water used in the production of a cup of tea. 

http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=coffee 

 

Gulp. A big gulp. 

http://www.utwente.nl/igs/conference/2011_resilient_societies/Papers%20and%20presentations%20WATER/Paoer%20Livestock%20Gerbens%20Hoekstra%20Mekonnen.pdf
http://www.utwente.nl/igs/conference/2011_resilient_societies/Papers%20and%20presentations%20WATER/Paoer%20Livestock%20Gerbens%20Hoekstra%20Mekonnen.pdf
http://www.utwente.nl/igs/conference/2011_resilient_societies/Papers%20and%20presentations%20WATER/Paoer%20Livestock%20Gerbens%20Hoekstra%20Mekonnen.pdf
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=maize
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=bread
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=beer
http://www.sabmiller.com/files/reports/water_footprinting_report.pdf
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/productgallery&product=coffee


Let’s not forget the food that we throw away. In effect, by throwing the food 

away, we are also wasting the water (as well as energy) that was used in 

growing, processing, transporting and storing of the food. A report by the Waste 

& Resources Action Programme (WRAP) and the WWF in the UK, estimated the 

water footprint for wasted food in the UK is 280L per day, which is nearly double 

the average household water use of 150L per day. 

(http://assets.wwf.org.uk/downloads/water_carbon_footprint_final_230311.pdf 

and http://www.gmagazine.com.au/news/2520/wasted-food-wastes-water-too).  

Water is not just consumed in what we eat. Water is in the services we utilise, the 

way we travel to and from work, in the showers that we take, in the computers, 

cell phones and music players that we use.  

To gain some insight into what the water footprint of your lifestyle, check out the 

extended Water Footprint calculator 

(http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=cal/WaterFootprintCalculator).  

So how do we in South Africa fare with the rest of the world, when it comes to 

using water?  

According to the Water Footprint Network 

(http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/home), South Africans use on 

average of 1255 cubic meters of water per year, with the global average being 

1385 cubic meters per person per year. So while we are using less water than the 

average global citizen, we as South Africans are already facing water shortages; 

with current projections that our demand for water will exceed our supply in 

about 13 years time, 2025 (ref: http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/SA-

facing-a-water-crisis-Molewa-20120228). 

So what now? How can I save water? 

You can begin with your next grocery shop. You can shrink your water footprint 

by making conscious decisions as you walk down each aisle. Choosing fresh 

ingredients for a vegetarian lasagne instead of your normal Tuesday spaghetti 

bolognaise. Wake up to a mug of green tea (which is by the way full of anti-

oxidants) to get your daily caffeine fix! Walk pass the bottled water and pick up 

the water filter and jug in the next aisle. 

Changing what you eat and consume will make more than a drop of a 

difference in your water footprint.  

 

Notes:  

Unable to track down information on organic versus non-organic meat products.  

Unable to track down water footprint details relevant for South Africa. 

Calculations: 

http://assets.wwf.org.uk/downloads/water_carbon_footprint_final_230311.pdf
http://www.gmagazine.com.au/news/2520/wasted-food-wastes-water-too
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=cal/WaterFootprintCalculator
http://www.waterfootprint.org/?page=files/home
http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/SA-facing-a-water-crisis-Molewa-20120228
http://www.news24.com/SouthAfrica/News/SA-facing-a-water-crisis-Molewa-20120228


250g Beef = 3875L of water 

250g corn cob = 225L of water 

2 glasses of beer = 150L of water 

a slice of bread = 40L of water 

a cup of coffee = 140L of water 

Total 4430L equivalent to 4,43 cubic meters 

Assume (reasonable) dining room size: 3m (h) x 5m (w) x 3m (l) = 45 cubic 

meters 

 Assume knee height: 0,5m (h) x 5m (w) x 3m (l) = 7,5 cubic metres 
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