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Outline

• Introduction
Structures of global water governance partly 
embedded in the world agro-food system

• Material and methods
• Results

Crucial role of the most powerful agro-food players in 
global water governance and security

• Discussion
How to make global governance of water security in 
agro-food supply chains and networks more 
sustainable?
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Intro: Global water governance embedded in 
the world agro-food system 

• Multiple global crises interlinked in a water-energy-
food-climate-trade nexus

• Water security underlies food and energy security, 
poverty reduction, economic growth, conflict 
reduction, climate change adaptation and 
biodiversity preservation (e.g. WEF 2009, 2011)
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Intro: Global water governance embedded in 
the world agro-food system 

• Agriculture the biggest water use sector

• Water embedded in agricultural commodities, i.e. 
virtual water, flows globally in trade (e.g. Hoekstra 
and Chapagain 2008, Allan 2001)
Major decisions on water security are made in agro-food value 

chains and networks, intentionally and non-intentionally

 Global agro-food value chain and network governance and 
global water governance overlap when it comes to their actors

Who are the crucial actors in the global level? What and who 
dictates the agro-food chain and network dynamics?
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Intro: Global water governance embedded in 
the world agro-food system 

• Theory of global water governance has neglected the 
role of the most powerful actors of agro-food political 
economy in water security

• Few TNCs and rising giants from the ’East’ powerful 
hidden players in the global agro-food value chains and 
networks

• Scarcity-induced securitization of resource access 
further complicate the global water security framework 
• land and food speculation form a complex web with 

implications on water security
• ‘land and water grabbing’ by foreign governments and 

corporate actors in the ‘South’ have more direct water 
security impacts
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Material and methods

• Focus on the non-intentional and intentional power over 
water security and accordingly role in global water 
governance of the ”ABCD” of agribusiness TNCs (Archer 
Daniels Midland, Bunge, Cargill and Louis Dreyfus) 

• State-led enterprises challenging them

• Main Research Question: 

What are the constituents of power of  these agro-food 
corporations and state-led enterprises in global 
governance of water security?
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Material and methods 

Sub-questions (after Hoekstra and Chapagain 2008; Newell and Levy 
2006; Clapp 2005; Lukes's 2005 [1974]; Levy and Newell 2002)

• On the material level, how much virtual water do they manage 
globally in international agricultural commodity trade? Does it 
contribute to global efficiency gains or losses?

• On the organisational level, what is their bargaining position in 
global agro-food value chains and networks? How do the impacts 
disperse globally? What is their engagement in the emerging global 
water governance structures? 

• On the ideational and discursive level, how do they frame water 
and water security issues?

• What are their interests under worsening global water insecurity 
and growing need for global water governance?
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Material and methods 

• Exploratory study – work in progress!
• theory partially grounded in the data 

• triangulation between methods 

• research process iterative

• Desk studies and eight semi-structured expert 
interviews

• Water Footprint Network methodology for 
virtual water content estimates 
www.waterfootprint.org
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Results: Material constituents of power of the 
biggest agro-food actors in global water 

governance 
• In wheat, corn and soybeans 

trade the “ABCD” corporations 
handle
• up to 50% of the international 

virtual water ‘flows’ in agricultural 
commodities

• nearly 40% of the total 
international virtual water 'flows‘ 

• Trade flows mostly from green 
water intensive to blue water 
dependent regions
• Majority go into feed and biofuels

instead of food
• Energy and food security linkages
• Sustainability difficult to assess 

without full data disclosure
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Results: Material constituents of power of the 
biggest agro-food actors in global water 

governance 
• State-led enterprises from China, Saudi-Arabia and Arab 

Emirates, India and South-Korea sourcing the resources 
outside the water-stressed home basins (Brown 2011) 
– in a short term cheaper than investing in water efficiency and 

productivity measures in situ, shifting the burden (Woodhouse 
and Ganho 2011)

– lack of just regulatory frameworks on trade, land tenure and 
water use, underdeveloped water management systems in the 
target regions (ibid; de Schutter 2010)

 local water and food security of especially the poorest at risk in 
the target regions (Bues 2011)

 The ’East’ is rising but the ’South’ remains the underdog in the 
agro-food system and water security –> ’North’’East’’South’
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Results: Organisational forms of power of the 
biggest agro-food actors in global water 

governance

• Power in the agro-food value chains consolidated 
and concentrated to the middle of the chain to the 
TNCs and the rising enterprises

• Influence chain dynamics downstream and upstream

• Corporations and enterprises trading ”high volume 
low value”
• with hardly visible brands face little chain pressure on 

sustainability

• secretive
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Results: Organisational forms of power of the 
biggest agro-food actors in global water 

governance

• Organisational power in the wider network: trade 
policy lobby, speculation on water embedded in land 
and commodities (Kaufman 2011)

 The most powerful players with short term interests and 
flexible assets reap the profits in volatile markets as they can 
move transnationally

 The poorest with little room for manouvre bear the costs of 
unsustainability
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Results: The biggest agro-food actors in the 
ideational power sphere of global water 

governance
• The ”ABCD” corporations reluctant to engage in the 

emerging structures of global water governance, only 
superficial accommodation of water issues in their risk 
discourses and reporting

• Deny impact of speculation on water and food security 

 Enables the high water-risk behaviour of banks and the 
rising state-led enterprises facing even less stakeholder 
pressure 

• Pressure will grow in the longer term for corporate 
accountability and governance interaction
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Discussion: How to make global governance of 
water security more sustainable?

• Whether water security in the global context is 
prioritized in the corporate and state-led enterprise 
agendas depends on 

– pressure from investors

– initiative of the corporate boards and CEOs

– political will

Which generally depend on strong market 
signals

 In imperfect market conditions pressure has to 
come from the wider network of stakeholders
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Discussion: How to make global governance of 
water security more sustainable?

• Licence to operate ultimately based on shared risks
– Obligations to corporations and investors to contribute to 

enhancing sustainability of water management in their 
basins of operation

– People power!

• Engagement of the corporations in the emerging global 
water governance just further enabling the 
unsustainable capitalist market system and enforcing 
power asymmetries in global value chains?
– No time to overthrow the system?
– Governance actors of their own right?

• Awareness raising and further research needed
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Thank you!
suvi.sojamo@aalto.fi

suvi.sojamo@kcl.ac.uk 

water.tkk.fi/global 

www.lwrg.org
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