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Main messages



Main Message

Agriculture offers opportunities for significant water 

savings. 

The agricultural sector accounts for nearly 70 per cent of global freshwater withdrawals. 

Saving just a fraction of this would significantly alleviate water stress in other sectors.



Data sources: FAO, 2016

SDG 6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a proportion of available 

freshwater resources 

Average Global Water Stress is 16 %

Highest water stress are Northern 
Africa and Western Asia (79%) and 
Central and Southern Asia (66%).

More than 2 billion people live in
countries experiencing high water stress.
The situation will likely worsen as
populations and the demand for water
grow, and as the effects of climate
change intensify.

Level of water stress

Sub-Saharan Africa, has a low level of water stress at 3%, but this hides the large differences 
between the wetter north and drier south. 



Area equipped for irrigation as a percentage of cultivated area 



• Indicator 6.4.2 is useful for policymaking as it highlights those regions under high water stress, 

thereby informing countries on where they need to make efforts to improve water resource usage 

and promote water saving.

• Low water stress indicates minimal potential impact on resource sustainability and on potential 

competition among users. High water stress, on the contrary, indicates substantial use of water 

resources, with greater impacts on resource sustainability and the potential for conflict among users.

• Water stress affects countries on every continent and hinders the sustainability of natural resources, 

as well as economic and social development. There are 32 countries experiencing water stress 

between 25 and 70 per cent, while 22 countries are above 70 per cent and are considered to be 

seriously stressed.

• The pilot process conducted in Peru showed that interpretation of this indicator would be enhanced 

by conducting a deeper analysis at the basin and regional level as this would provide a better picture 

of water stress distribution within a country, and therefore help to assess where to target more 

efforts.

6.4.2 - Key points



Data sources: FAO, 2016

SDG 6.4.1 Change in water-use efficiency over time 

Countries at a different level of
general development have
comparable values of water-use
efficiency.

Increasing water-use efficiency
means using less water while
carrying out society’s economic
activities.

This can be done by increasing
agricultural water productivity
and reducing water losses, such
as tackling leakage in municipal
distribution networks.

Water-use efficiency (US$/m3) 

Water-use efficiency is defined as the gross value added per unit of water used,
expressed in US$/m3.



• Indicator 6.4.1 has been designed to assess the economic and social use 

of water resources in terms of the value added when they are used in 

different sectors of the economy.

• Increasing water-use efficiency over time means decoupling economic 

growth from water use across the main water-using sectors, which are 

agriculture, industry, energy and municipal water supply. This is strongly 

interlinked with sustainable food production (SDG 2), economic growth 

(SDG 8), infrastructure and industrialization (SDG 9), cities and human 

settlements (SDG 11) and consumption and production (SDG 15).

6.4.1 - Key points



• The indicator can help formulate water policy by focusing attention on 

sectors or regions with low water-use efficiency. This will guide countries in 

their efforts to improve water-use efficiency and help them to apply 

successful actions from sectors or regions with higher water-use efficiency 

levels to those with lower efficiency levels.

• Since agriculture is by far the largest water consumer, this sector offers the 

greatest opportunities for water savings. Agricultural water savings can 

come in many forms, such as more sustainable and efficient food 

production (“more crop per drop”), through sustainable water management 

practices and technologies. Minimizing losses in municipal distribution 

networks and industrial and energy cooling processes can also make a 

difference.

6.4.1 - Key points


