
 

 

WORLD WATER DAY 
BARILLA FOUNDATION: SAVING WATER BEGINS WITH FOOD.  

ADOPTING A SUSTAINABLE DIET SAVES AS MUCH WATER  
AS RUNNING A WASHING MACHINE 80 TIMES IN A DAY 

 

● Agriculture uses 70% of available freshwater withdrawals for irrigation and causes 92% of humanity's 
water footprint (an indicator that includes all uses of water, both direct, e.g. domestic, and indirect water, 
e.g. the water needed to produce goods and services) 

● The daily water footprint per person in Italy is around 6,300 liters: 30% more than in France, around 6% 
less than in Spain and 20% less than in the United States 

● The SU-EATABLE LIFE project shows how, through small daily habits and consciously choosing what to put 
on our plate, we can all be part of a more sustainable approach to water resources 

80 fully loaded washing machines or 33 ten-minute showers1 equate to using 4,000 liters of water, the same amount of 
water could be saved in a single day by adopting a sustainable rather than a non-sustainable diet. This is the hidden 
water that is used to produce the food we eat and that we could save by changing our habits. Not all foods have the 
same water footprint (an indicator that includes all uses of water, both direct, e.g. domestic, and indirect water, e.g. the 
water needed to produce goods and services). An example? To produce a kilo of vegetables you need 336 liters of water, 
for a kilo of dried legumes you need about 4,615, for a kilo of pork 6,299 and as much as 15,139 liters to produce a kilo 
of beef. These figures should make us all reflect on how precious “blue gold” actually is, especially considering that 3.2 
billion people in the world live in agricultural areas where water is scarce or very scarce, 1.2 billion (about one sixth of 
the world population) in areas where there is an extreme lack of water. This problem affects all of us more or less 
directly, given that the annual amount of fresh water resources available per person has decreased by over 20% in the 
last two decades2. This is the photograph taken by the Barilla Foundation on World Water Day on March 22. 

“Choosing an environmentally friendly diet would have a positive impact on the availability of water because, globally, 

agriculture uses 70% of the fresh water withdrawals available for irrigation3 and causes 92% of humanity's water 

footprint4. By adopting a sustainable diet, the water footprint of the EU28 countries could be reduced by 23%, while a 

plant-based diet nutritionally equivalent to one based on animal proteins would reduce the water footprint by 38%5. This 

is because a sustainable meal requires approximately 1,000 liters of water compared to approximately 3,000 for a 

“water-guzzling” menu. It would be enough to balance foods during meals, limiting the frequency of ingredients that are 

less beneficial for health and the environment in favor of the more sustainable ones, thus saving up to 4,000 liters of 

water per person per day and being part of a global change6”, says Marta Antonelli, Research Director at the Barilla 

Foundation. 

The water footprint in Italy of around 6,300 liters per day7 across all our daily activities is quite big. It is 30% bigger than 

in France, around 6% smaller than in Spain and 20% smaller than in the United States8. In this scenario, the most 

significant risk that Italy will have to face in the near future will be water availability, given that the Mediterranean basin 

is pinpointed as one of the world hotspots where water resources will shrink and that the withdrawal of fresh water for 

agricultural use amounts to almost 50% of total water withdrawals9.  

 

 
1 Su-Eatable Life. 
2 FAO SOFA 2020. http://www.fao.org/3/cb1441en/CB1441EN.pdf. 
3 FAO SOFA 2020. http://www.fao.org/3/cb1441en/CB1441EN.pdf. 
4 BCFN Europe and Food. 
5 Vanham, D.; Mekonnen, M.M.; Hoekstra, A.Y. The water footprint of the EU for different diets. Ecol. Indic. 2013, 32, 1–8. 
6 Su-Eatable Life data https://www.sueatablelife.eu/en/. 
7 The 6,300 figure refers to all the water used daily, on average, by Italians, not only to the water consumed “at the table”, which is what the 4,000 figure refers to. 
8 BCFN Italy and Food. 
9 FAO Aquastat http://www.fao.org/aquastat/en/overview/methodology/water-use. 
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CHANGE STARTS AT THE TABLE: THE SUSTAINABLE COOKBOOK AND THE SU-EATABLE LIFE GOLDEN RULES “TO SAVE 
WATER” 

“We now know that one of the most effective ways to reduce water use would be to adopt more sustainable diets. A 

simple gesture which does not always seem too easy to make. The Barilla Foundation is leading the European SU-

EATABLE LIFE project, which aims precisely to encourage the adoption of healthy and sustainable menus starting from 

company and university canteens. The purpose of the initiative is to disseminate a sustainable diet culture through “field 

tests” in canteens and to demonstrate that, to be good to the Planet and be sustainable at the table, you don’t necessarily 

have to give up eating meat or traditional dishes”, explains Riccardo Valentini, Professor at Tuscia University, 

coordinator of the SU-EATABLE LIFE project and member of the Barilla Foundation Advisory Board. A demonstration 

of the above is the numerous tasty recipes for sustainable dishes contained in the SU-Eatable Life sustainable cookbook, 

the first online recipe book where every recipe - developed by the project team with the chefs and catering companies 

involved in the initiative - shows the carbon and water footprint, together with a series of suggestions to make your 

meals more sustainable.  

On the subject of “water”, the project also provides workers and students with the three golden rules to follow to 

reduce their water footprint through diet, without giving up on the pleasure of food:  

1. Adopt a diet rich in vegetables, pulses, fruit and whole grain cereals → products of animal origin generally 

have a greater impact on water resources that plant-based products. On average, the water required to 

produce 1 kg of beef is four times more than for poultry, over than six times more than for fish, nine times 

more than for cereals and forty-five times more than for vegetables. By adopting a sustainable diet rich in 

vegetables, fruit, pulses and whole grain cereals you can save up to 2,000 liters of water per individual meal 

compared to a meat-based diet. 

2. Cut down on food waste → every time we waste food we are also “throwing away” all the water that was used 

to product it: by wasting less we can contribute to improving food security and relieve the pressure on natural 

resources, like water, used specifically to product the food10. 

3. Drink plenty of water, if possible from the tap: drinking from a reusable bottle would ensure a greater 

availability of water → for every 1.5 liter bottle of water we buy, we are using an additional 1.9 liters of water 

for bottling operations, industrial processes, packaging and transport11.   
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10 Mekonnen, M. M., & Gerbens-Leenes, W. (2020). The water footprint of global food production. Water, 12(10), 2696. 
11 Niccolucci et al., 2011. 
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