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Freshwater Withdrawal by Country 
and Sector (2013 Update)

Description
As with data table 1, this table on freshwater withdrawals has appeared in some form in 
every volume of The World’s Water and remains highly popular. The use of water varies 
greatly from country to country and from region to region. Data on water use by regions 
and by different economic sectors are among the most sought after in the water re-
sources area. Ironically, these data are often the least reliable and most inconsistent of all 
water resources information. This table includes the data available on total freshwater 
withdrawals by country in cubic kilometers per year and cubic meters per person per 
year, using national population estimates from 2010. The table also gives the breakdown 
of that water use by the municipal, agricultural, and industrial sectors, in both percent-
age of total water use and cubic meters per person per year. Note that “municipal” with-
drawals were previously called “domestic” withdrawals and now often include some 
estimates of commercial and institutional use in the single category.

Data for a number of countries have been updated in this table since the previous 
volume of The World’s Water. The AQUASTAT database of the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the United Nations (FAO) continues to provide the bulk of the data, but we 
also work to update water-use data using country-specific sources. The data sources are 
explicitly identified.

“Withdrawal” typically refers to water taken from a water source for use. It does not 
refer to water “consumed” in that use. The domestic sector typically includes household 
and municipal uses as well as commercial and governmental water use. The industrial 
sector includes water used for power plant cooling and industrial production. The agri-
cultural sector includes water for irrigation and livestock. 

Limitations
Extreme care should be used when applying these data. They come from a wide variety 
of sources and are collected using a wide variety of approaches, with few formal stan-
dards. As a result, this table includes data that are actually measured, estimated, mod-
eled using different assumptions, or derived from other data. The data also come from 
different years, making direct intercomparisons difficult. For example, some water-use 
data are over twenty years old. Also note that the per capita water-use estimates are com-
puted using withdrawals from different years, but population estimates are normalized 
for 2010.
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As noted in past volumes of The World’s Water, the FAO AQUASTAT data set, while the 
most comprehensive single database, contains inadequate information on sources and 
assumptions and often contains modeled rather than measured values. Data from this 
database should be used with great care and with appropriate caveats about their 
quality.

Another major limitation of these data is that they do not include the use of rainfall in 
agriculture—what is sometimes referred to as “green water.” Many countries use a sig-
nificant fraction of the rain falling on their territory for agricultural production, but this 
water use is neither accurately measured nor reported in this data set. We repeat our 
regular call for a systematic reassessment of water-use data and for national and inter-
national commitments to collect and standardize this information. 
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