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Wonderwater Café is a pop-up event designed to raise 
awareness of the water footprint and make us think 
about the impact of what we eat on local and global 
water resources. Global demand for fresh water will 
exceed supply by 40% in 2030, thanks to a combination 
of climate change, human behaviour and population 
growth. As agriculture accounts for over 90% of global 
water consumption, how we eat and drink has a 
considerable impact on water resources. 

The Wonderwater menu shows the breakdown of the 
water footprint of dishes revealing how water is used 
in food production. Does meat or grain, milk, fruit 
chocolate or coffee have its water footprint in a region 
where water is scarce? Is it draining resources from local 
communities? Is the management of the local water 
resource sound and equitable? An Italian consumes 
6,309 liters of water per day, of which nearly 90% is for 
food. However, because Italy is a significant importer, 
63% of the water footprint of food consumed in Italy lies 
in regions elsewhere in the world. Armed with the right 
information, we can choose food that has a relatively low 
water footprint or that has its footprint in a region of the 
world that doesn’t have high water scarcity.

WHAT IS THE WATER FOOTPRINT?

The water footprint is an increasingly important tool 
for understanding our water consumption. A country’s 
water footprint is the volume of water used to produce 
goods and services, including imported goods. We use 
large amounts of domestic water for washing, drinking 
and cooking, but considerably more water for producing 
food, paper, cotton, and almost every other product. The 
water footprint of a product is made up of calculations of 
rain and irrigated water (‘green’ and ‘blue’ water) used to 
cultivate it and the water required to clear the pollution 
created during the production process (‘grey water’). 
This breakdown allows for a clearer understanding of the 
impact of a product’s water footprint on the environment.

Italians each use 6,309 liters 
of water per day. 90% of that 
is for food.



IS A HIGH WATER FOOTPRINT BAD?
 
It’s not so simple; a small water footprint is not necessarily 
better. What matters most in any discussion about 
water is looking behind the figures to understand where 
water comes from and how this relates to impact. A big 
water footprint is not necessarily harmful if the product 
originates from a water abundant region where no 
additional irrigation is required, or from a region with 
sound and equitable water management in place. To 
understand these global flows of water, take your morning 
espresso. An average of 378 liters of water is used to 
grow and process the beans for a 20ml cup of coffee. 
This might seem high, but the coffee consumed in Italy 
is mainly imported from Vietnam and Brazil, which are 
tropical regions with high rainfall. However, climate 
change is disrupting established weather patterns and 
so the management of water resources in coffee growing 
regions is becoming increasingly important.

A vegetarian diet consumes 
about 2,600 liters of water a day, 
while a red meat diet consumes 
about 5,000 liters.MEAT OR VEG?

The water footprint is an important way of quantifying 
the impact of food production on the environment, but 
should be considered within the broader context of 
sustainability. Our current food production system, and 
particularly the rate at which we consume meat, must 
change if we are to feed the growing global population 
and curb global warming. Eating less meat is the single 
most effective change an individual can make to reduce 
their impact on stressed water resources and the 
environment. Food waste must also be tackled; about a 
third of food produced today never reaches the table.



REGINA MARGHERITA

PIZZA

Total Water Footprint 793 liters
Pizza Base: 171 liters; On Top: 622 liters

22% Mixed Italian Wheat; 62% Buffalo Mozzarella from Salerno; 
14% Extra Virgin Olive Oil

GRAIN
The wheat used here is grown in areas of Italy where 
there is enough rainfall to nourish the crops without much 
irrigation. A large proportion of the wheat consumed in Italy 
is imported from the USA which uses almost four times the 
amount of irrigated water. This is causing major problems 
for river systems like the Mississippi.

San Marzano Tomato, Buffalo Mozzarella, Basil, 
Extra Virgin Olive Oil

22%

14%

62%

793 L

MALAFEMMINA 

Total Water Footprint: 962 liters
Pizza Base: 171 liters; On Top: 791 liters

18% Mixed Italian Wheat; 50% Fior di latte del Casaro from 
Salerno, Italy; 19% ‘Nduja di Spingla Chili Sausage from Italy

HOW MUCH WATER DO ANIMALS EAT?
No surprise that meat and dairy products tend to have 
a higher water footprint than vegetables. 98% of the 
water footprint of an animal product is down to the large 
quantities of water needed to produce the cereals for feed. 

Fior di Latte del Casaro, Ancient Neapolitan Tomato, 
Fried Aubergine, Basil, Ricotta, ‘Nduja di Spilinga 
Chili Sausage 

50%

19%

18%

962 L

PIZZA



PIZZA

PIZZA MARINARA AI QUATTRO POMODORI

San Marzano Tomato, Ancient Neapolitan Tomato, 
Piennolo Tomato, Pachino Tomato, Garlic, Oregano, 
Basil, Extra Virgin Olive Oil

Total Water Footprint: 290 liters
Pizza Base: 171 liters; On Top: 119 liters

TOMATOES
Although tomatoes are thirsty, each plant produces a lot 
of fruit so the water footprint ends up being small. This 
pizza with no meat or dairy has the lowest water footprint 
on the menu because tomatoes are much more efficient 
at turning water into food than livestock.

59% Mixed Italian Wheat; 37% Olive oil from Lombardy; 
3% 4 varieties of Tomatoes from Campania

59%

37%

3%

290 L

Seasonal rain-fed greens grown 
in the north of Italy depend 
less on irrigation, avoiding the 
problem of over-extracting water 
from rivers or groundwater.



LA 4 FORMAGGI ITALIA-FRANCIA 

Total Water Footprint: 930 liters
Pizza Base: 171 liters; On Top: 759 liters

WHOSE WATER ARE WE EATING?
The protected origin Camembert in the 4 Formaggi pizza 
comes from France. Italy is the third biggest importer of 
foreign water footprints in the world; 63% of the food eaten 
in Italy has its water footprint in other countries.

Fior di Latte del Casaro, Isigny Crème Fraiche, 
Camembert, Guffanti Blue Cheese, Melata Honey

18% Mixed Italian Wheat; 68% Cheese (19% Fior di Latte del 
Casaro Mozzarella from Salerno, Italy, 18% Crème Fraiche from 
Isigny, 12% Camembert from France, 19% Erborinato Naturale 
Guffanti from Italy); 1% Tomato from Salerno, Italy

18%

1%

68%

930 L

PIZZA

The jury is still out on how we 
calculate the water footprint of 
fish and seafood. Fish caught 
at sea is considered to have no 
water footprint, but for farmed 
fish fed on water-intensive feed 
the footprint is considerable.



ANTIPASTI

FONDANT AUBERGINE WITH CONFIT OF SICCAGNO 
TOMATO, OREGANO, AND EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL 

Total Water Footprint: 429 liters

OLIVE OIL
Olive oil from Lombardy has a high water footprint but 
unusually it is mainly rainfed, using 20 times less irrigated 
water than the national average for olive oil production. 
This makes a big difference to the environment as olive 
oil, with wheat, coffee, dairy and meat make up most of 
Italy’s food water footprint.

74% Evo Oil from Lake Garda, Italy; 17% Siccagno Tomatoes 
from Calabria, Italy; 5% Aubergine from Southern Italy

429 L

PRIMI PIATTI

928 L

37% Sunflower Oil from Italy; 34% Olive Oil from Lombardy, 
Italy; 5% Nutmeg, probably from Indonesia; 2% Yellow 
Potatoes from Emilia Romagna

POTATO GNOCCHI WITH GREEN COURGETTES, 
SAFFRON SAUCE AND CRISPY COURGETTE FLOWERS  

Total Water Footprint: 928 liters



42% Guinea Fowl from Italy; 33% Olive Oil from Lombardy, 
Italy; 14% Cream from Italy; 4% Pepper, possibly from 
Vietnam or South India; 3% Seasonal Greens from Italy

SUPREME OF GUINEA FOWL WITH TIMBALE OF 
SEASONAL GREENS AND MOREL MUSHROOMS

Total Water Footprint: 970 liters

 
POULTRY
The water footprint of a guinea fowl depends on how the 
bird was raised. If they are grain-fed instead of being left 
to forage this significantly increases their water footprint.

970 L

SECONDI PIATTI

Cows consume more water than 
any other farm animal and the 
beef production process also 
makes a lot of polluting grey 
water. An antipasto of carpaccio 
has a water footprint of 650 
liters – the same as flushing a 
modern toilet 108 times. 



89% Fresh Cream from Italy; 20% Vanilla Bean from 
Madagascar;  7% Granulated Sugar from Italy 

PANNA COTTA WITH MADAGASCAN VANILLA AND 
RASPBERRY JELLY

DESSERT

Total Water Footprint: 411 liters

VANILLA
Although only the tiniest amount of Madagascan vanilla is 
used to make this dish, it contributes to 20% of the water 
footprint. A single vanilla pod needs over 2000 liters of 
water, of which 37% is from irrigation. 

411 L

DESSERT

471 L

60% Cream from Italy; 20% Mascarpone from Italy;
7% Barley Coffee from Italy; 7% Sugar from Italy; 
4% Eggs from Italy

TIRAMISÙ WITH BARLEY COFFEE AND 
CHOCOLATE PEARLS

Total Water Footprint: 471 liters

EGGS
Like other animal products, eggs have a substantial grey 
water footprint. 12% in this case.



FRESHLY SQUEEZED ORANGE JUICE 20CL

Total Water Footprint using Oranges 
from Sicily: 352 liters

BEVANDE

FORST BEER 33Cl

Total Water Footprint: 98 liters

ORANGES
Sicilian oranges have a higher water footprint than the 
intensively farmed ones from Valencia, but most of 
this is rainfed. But as summer rainfall declines, Sicilian 
orange groves require increasing irrigation, putting more 
pressure on the island’s groundwater reserves. 

Total Water Footprint using Oranges 
from Valencia: 318 liters

98 L

318 L

352 L

VINI

WINE
Grapes for wine are often grown in warm regions, but it is 
possible to reduce the water impact of what you drink by 
choosing wine made in non-intensive vineyards that grow 
grape varieties suited to the climate. 

PROSECCO DOC BIASIOTTO, QUERO VAS, ITALY, 15CL

Total Water Footprint: 94 liters

FALANGHINA IGT, DE FALCO VINI, SAN SEBASTIANO 
AL VESUVIO - NAPOLI, ITALY, 15CL

Total Water Footprint: 92 liters

VALPOLICELLA ROSSO, CARUGATE, RIO ALBA, 
ROENO, BELLUNO, ITALY, 15CL

Total Water Footprint: 77 liters

77 L

92 L

94 L



ESPRESSO

Total Water Footprint: 378 liters

CAPPUCCINO

Total Water Footprint: 452 liters

COFFEE

COFFEE
An espresso is the smallest drink on the menu, but it has 
the highest water footprint per liter. Although most coffee 
crops are rainfed, the processing can be polluting.

BARLEY COFFEE

Total Water Footprint: 32 liters

378 L

452 L

32 L

Adding milk to your coffee 
increases the water footprint by 
10s of liters. But there are other 
consequences of eating animal 
products beyond water to think 
about too, like the methane 
emissions from livestock that 
contribute to climate change.



WONDERWATER MENU AT TRIENNALE CAFFÈ

The Triennale Caffè takes care to source food from within 
Italy, and if possible from local producers in Lombardy, 
which is one of the most productive agricultural regions in 
Italy. Dishes served at the Triennale Caffè are not typical 
of Italy, which is the third most reliant country in the world 
on foreign water imports for food and industrial products. 
As a result, much of what is eaten in Italy has its impact in 
water scarce regions elsewhere in the world.

As much as 60% of the freshwater in Italy is used 
for agricultural irrigation and the River Po is directly 
responsible for the production of about 40% of the gross 
national product (GNP) that Milan relies upon. 
The River Po, like many rivers, is getting drier as a result 
of climate change. The quality of the water in the river is 
deteriorating too, polluted by the run-off from intensive 
livestock production and fertilizer used to grow crops 
to feed those animals. The region’s prosperity depends 
on maintaining a careful balance between agricultural 
production and the environment.

The water footprint of the dishes and drinks at the 
Triennale Caffè is a sum of the water footprint of the 
various ingredients. For the calculations, national and 
regional data of water footprints for crops and animal 
products from the Water Footprint Network have been 
used. Visit their website for further information and 
reading: www.waterfootprint.org. 

More information about Italy’s national water footprint 
can we found in a report by the World Wildlife Fund 
published in 2014, available on the WWF website.

WONDERWATER
Wonderwater is a project developed by Jane Withers and 
Kari Korkman to raise awareness of global water issues 
and design for a sustainable future.
www.wonderwater.info

JANE WITHERS
Jane is a leading design consultant, curator and writer 
with a long-term interest in the role that design can play 
in shaping a sustainable future. Her London-based 
studio has curated exhibitions and design programmes 
that have received widespread recognition for creatively 
exploring complex environmental and water issues.
Jane is currently leading Water Futures, a year-long 
research programme focusing on how designers can 
engage with drinking water issues at A/D/O in New York. 
www.janewithers.com

KARI KORKMAN
Kari is the founder and director of Helsinki Design Week 
and the Fiskars Village Art & Design Biennale, and the 
President of World Design Weeks. Kari has produced and 
curated many design exhibitions and events, receiving 
much recognition for his achievements in the design 
industry and for activating city culture.
www.helsinkidesignweek.com
www.fiskarsvillagebiennale.com

http://www.waterfootprint.org
http://www.helsinkidesignweek.com
http://www.fiskarsvillagebiennale.com


KING’S WATER HUB
King’s Water Hub is a centre of research expertise on 
water, environment and development spanning social 
and physical sciences. King’s Water is led by Dr Naho 
Mirumachi a Senior Lecturer in Geography at King’s 
College London, and an expert in the area of water 
politics and governance. For Wonderwater, Naho was 
assisted by Arthur Fuest, a Research Assistant at King’s 
Water and a MSc graduate in Water Science 
and Governance.
www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/geography/research/
Activity-Hubs/Water/

contact: mail@janewithers.com
#waterfutures

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/geography/research/Activity-Hubs/Water/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/geography/research/Activity-Hubs/Water/
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