
Water  Scarc i t y  And Water  Trade: An Analys is 
Of The Determinants  Of V ir tual  Water  F lows 
To The GCC Countr ies

W ith projected populat ions  of  about  633 mil l ion in the Arab region in 2050, water  resources  per  capita 
are  expected to drop to a  leve l  of  about  470 cubic  meters  in  region, compared with a  wor ld average 
of  about  4,700 m3 for  the same year  (Sadik, 2013) . Especia l l y, the Gulf  Cooperat ion Counci l  (GCC) 
countr ies  face  the most  severe  water  shor tages  in the region which represents  a  ser ious  threat  to  the 
region's  human secur i t y  (Al-Zubar i , 2008; Dziuban, 2011) .  
W ith such diminishing per  capita  water  resources , GCC countr ies  re ly  on impor ts  to  meet  the increas ing 
food demand for  the growing populat ion, whi le  they impor t  more than 80 percent  of  their  tota l  food 
consumption (FAO, 2013) .  A look at  the exis t ing l i terature  shows that  v i r tual  water, termed by (Al lan, 
1997) , has  a lways  been suggested as  a  means of  overcoming water  shor tage in water  scared countr ies 
(Hoekstra  and Hung 2002; El-Sadek 2010; Aldaya et  a l , 2010; Dal in et  a l . 2012) . Few studies  however 
have so far  examined the determinants  of  v i r tual  water  f lows into the GCC countr ies . Moreover, previous 
analyses  used high aggregated level  of  data  (developing countr ies , and the Midd le-East  region)  and in 
most  of  cases  the GCC countr ies  were neither  fu l l y  covered nor  proper ly  analyzed.   
The present  paper  i s  or iginal  and novel  in  that  i t  provides  a  f resh perspect ive  to  the debate  on the 
v ir tual  water  by focusing on the s ix  GCC countr ies . To this  end, the paper  uses  a  cross-sect ional  dataset 
within a  gravi t y  model  f ramework to examine the determinants  of  food impor ts  by the GCC countr ies 
f rom their  t radit ional  t rading par tners  whi le  plac ing specia l  focus  on the impor tance of  water  scarc i t y 
re lated var iables  in  expla ining their  food impor t  pattern.  
Results  show that  coeffic ients  on the tradit ional  determinants  of  t rade inc luding per  capita  GDP, 
populat ion and distance are  in l ine with the gravi t y  model  hypotheses . Most  impor tant ly, water-scarc i t y 
re lated var iables  have the expected s igns  and plausible. Specia l l y, a  negat ive  and stat i s t ica l l y  s ignificant 
re lat ionship exists  between the percentage of  water  a l located to agr icul tura l  purposes  and food impor ts 
by GCC countr ies . Moreover, the resul ts  indicate  that  the high the pressure  on the renewable  water 
resources , the more the food impor ts  of  the GCC countr ies  expand. W hile  water  shor tage i s  expected to 
increase  dur ing the coming decades , food impor ts  in  the GCC countr ies , therefore, would a lso continue 
to increase. The study conc ludes  that  GCC countr ies  should respond proact ive ly  by negot iat ing food 
and agr icul tura l  t rade agreements  with potent ia l  food suppl iers  of  food and to ut i l ize  overseas  agro-food 
investments  in order  to  ensure  pr iv i leged access  to  food product ion and to cope with the l ike ly  negat ive 
impacts  addressed by the increased water  scarc i t y.   

Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities

assem.abouhatab@gmai l .com;assem.abouhatab@slu.se
Corresponding author : 

SSPP0126

Assem Abouhatab, Phd

The Swedish Univers i t y  Of Agr icultura l  Sciences , Uppsala , Sweden

10.5339/qfarc .2014.SSPP0126

A b s t r a c t


