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By 2050, some 5.7 billion people will lack access to clean, safe water. Global water demand is expected to increase 
by one third. As the world approaches this potential future, companies are more concerned than ever about water 
scarcity. Water scarcity threatens business in many ways: geopolitical instability, disrupted supply chains, investor 
concern, and community mistrust. But at the same time that corporations are making headlines for their detailed 
climate and emissions-cutting plans, water stands out as a problem for which businesses offer few solutions. 

When water is insecure, so is business
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Though most of the world’s water is withdrawn for 
agricultural use, industry still accounts for a sizeable 
share of water withdrawals. About 19% of the world’s 
water use is attributable to industry. In some 
countries, that figure is much higher. By contrast, 
only one-tenth of water withdrawals are municipal.

Some industries have particularly high water usage. 
The American Counsel for an Energy Efficient 
Economy identified forest products, steel, petroleum, 
chemicals, and food processing as high water 
consumption industries, both due to their direct use 
of water in the manufacturing process and their 
reliance on water-related energy sources like steam. 
The industries that use the most water also stand to 
lose the most in a global water crisis. 

Business has played a role in driving water insecurity
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Global supply chains rely heavily on water—and many industries and products require more massive amounts of it 
than you might think. To survive in an increasingly water-stressed world, businesses will have to quickly adapt to 
stricter regulation and scarcity that will likely impact every point along their supply chains.

Disrupted supply chains
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Disruption to global supply chains 
can also stem from geopolitical 
conflict, which is likely to increase 
as water-stressed countries battle 
for control of freshwater sources.

Water insecurity—and scarcity in 
particular—is unevenly distributed 
around the world. Large swaths of 
North Africa, the Middle East, and 
Asia face medium to extremely 
high water risk.

The geography of water stress
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Water scarcity—and the supply chain disruptions and geopolitical conflicts that result from it—is life-changing for 
people living in water-stressed communities. And yet when people need water the most, industry often exacerbates 
the problem. Industrial pollution and intensive water extraction can cost manufacturers’ neighbors their access to 
clean drinking water. Communities around the world have made clear that they will not accept this trade-off without 
a fight, and a number of protests have successfully delayed or prevented industrial site openings.

Wading into community conflict
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There’s flipside to the relationship between water scarcity and business: The water industry itself—companies that 
deal in water utilities, wastewater, and water treatment—could be buoyed by water scarcity just as water-dependent 
industries flail.

Water itself is still big business
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Investors have started paying attention to the loop that corporations are caught in between their dependency on 
water and their role in driving shortages. Investors’ desire to understand water-related risks and push their portfolio 
to develop better water conservation plans is one aspect of a growing climate consciousness within finance.

Investors are taking note
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If businesses and their investors are concerned about water insecurity, why don’t they have plans? A few things 
make water use a bit trickier to track and reduce than other environmental indicators.

• Local, not global. Water scarcity is a deeply local problem, even if widespread around the world. This means it 
is difficult to formulate or apply global solutions. At the same time, some of the most water-stressed communities 
and countries are also the poorest, with limited economic power to invest in local action and little political power 
to demand global action.

• Value, not price. “Water is underpriced pretty much everywhere relative to its value,” wrote John Engen in his 
field guide for Quartz. “For corporate bean counters, that can make it difficult to account for water-related risks or 
justify investments in technologies that are more water-efficient or better at treating waste water.”

Why it’s so hard to address water scarcity
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Addressing water security is difficult, but potential solutions are out there. Improved efficiency in industrial water 
use, pricing that better reflects value, and new infrastructure can all help. But these solutions require all hands on 
deck, from corporations to NGOs and sustainability startups to federal and local governments. 

Cross-sector solutions
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Startups are another source of responses to global water insecurity. Venture capital interest in these efforts seems 
to be picking up.  

Disrupting water
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Want to know more? Read Quartz coverage of water scarcity.

• Corporate water sustainability goals are mostly just talk – If you’re skeptical of industry’s water conservation plans.

• Will clean water be our biggest source of conflict in the future? – For more on the geopolitical consequences of water.

• 250 million people rely on the Nile for water that may not exist by 2080 – If you want to know how one of the world’s 
most famous bodies of water is impacted by the global water crisis.

• As a drought-stricken area in Australia struggles, a Chinese company moves to bottle its water – For one example of 
how corporations come into conflict with communities over water usage.

You’ll also enjoy our member-exclusive field guides, The business of water scarcity and Water: Going, going, 
gone.

Have questions about this presentation, or suggestions for us? 
Send us a note at members@qz.com.
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