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Virtual Water Trade in Kuwait: Prospects and Challenges

Igbal Fares, Alaa Sadek and Walid Elzebary

Abstract: Kuwait suffers, like the rest of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) located in dry
areas, from difficulty in providing food to the people due the rapid increase of population,
limited and poor quality water resources, in addition to the limited and low areas of arable
land. Therefore, importing food is necessary and essential to meet local requirements. For
these aforementioned obstacles, there must be a solution that takes into account the available
water potential and sustainability of agricultural development. In other words, the application
of the concept of virtual water, choosing between importing food and agricultural crops or
rationalizing the consumption of water to grow crops low in consumption of water, with the
re-use of wastewater after treatment within certain guidelines and conditions. Virtual water is
an option for decision makers to achieve and accomplish these goals to overcome the
shortage of water resources through importing crops with high consumption of water, and to
allow some crops provided only in certain seasons. These goals may also contribute in raising
awareness of virtual water concept to save water resources at the local level, so that it is used
in other areas and encourage local production of crops that consume little water. Virtual
water provides some protection for water resources. The aim of this study was to calculate the
movement of virtual water between the Arab Gulf states with a focus on the State of Kuwait
as a case study. The plan of study was to compare between the amount of water consumed in
agricultural crops and animal products in six categories: vegetables, fruits, grains, meat,
poultry, milk and dairy products and eggs by calculating the quantities of exports and
imports. The study showed that in order to achieve self-sufficiency in plant or animal
agricultural production in Kuwait, it requires the availability of the amount of water at 125
m 3 in the case of non-import from the Gulf Cooperation Council. This amount of water
represents about 11.8% of the total water resources of Kuwait which are estimated at 1.055
billion m 3 (both traditional and non-traditional water resources), where agriculture accounts
for 422 m3 representing about 40% of the total available water resources. Under the current
circumstances, a small amount of water can be provided in light of its limitations in addition
to the lack of arable land originally. The study also showed that the deficit in the trade
balance; fruits, vegetables and grain crops is about 59.8, 35.1, 39.0 tons respectively. Finally,
the study showed that Kuwait achieved savings in water through the water content of
agricultural products, which is estimated by 125 m 3 through importing from the GCC
countries as plant production accounts for the largest proportion of this water, estimated at
94.6 m 3 representing about 76% of the total water content of the various items of
agricultural imports. While the water content of various items of imports of livestock
products, poultry and dairy products is about 158 m 3 representing about 56% of the total
water content of imports. Although the virtual water of the imports may ease the pressure on
local water resources, but the policies of self-sufficiency and agricultural policies adopted by
the government must be taken into account, besides the need for a clear vision of the concept
of virtual water trade and giving the priority to achieving water security. So there must be
more research to understand the effects and interactions that may be produced at the local,
environmental, economic and social, natural, and political and regional situation as a whole.
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