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W A T ER

GRABBING
OR THE APPROPRIATION OF

FINITE WATER RESOURCES

The most important instances of water

grabbing include: unsustainable

water-consuming farming for the overall 

purpose of food or biofuels production

(linked to the phenomenon known as

land grabbing); mining and water

contamination (e.g. the practice of

fracking for the extraction of shale

gasses); privatization of services and

ecosystems management (e.g. river

basins, big lakes, aqueducts, etc.);

big dams (especially for hydropower

generation). 

 

 

Water grabbing is a global phenomenon

in which powerful players deprive

individuals or local communities of water

resources by reallocating the water asset

for personal gain. 

Water disputes usually arise from 

opposing interests of public or private

water users and while not a new

phenomenon, the practice has taken

new forms in recent years. 

Although debatable, the estimated 

quantity of water grabbed for agricultural

purposes are about 308 x 109 m3 ∙ yr-1 of 

rainwaters and 146 x 109 m3 ∙ yr-1 of 

irrigation waters (equivalent, as a whole, 

to nearly 284 million swimming pools, 

1600 m3 each). The US, India, United 

Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, Egypt, 

China and Israel grab about 60% of the 

water resources through land grabbing

(Rulli and others, 2013).

The map shows the assessment of

grabbed water in the top 24 grabbed 

countries, also accounting for about 90% 

of the global grabbed land. Survey data 

refer to the water grabbed for 

agricultural purposes at national level.
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