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The World Water Game 

A Lesson in Water Issues and Eco-justice 
 

The World Water Game is an interactive, hands-on activity to introduce secondary students to the 

realities of the global water crisis. The world is rapidly running out of accessible fresh water – while 

water is technically recycled through the hydrologic cycle, it is being diverted, displaced, and polluted 

faster than it can be replenished.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As water becomes more limited, large corporations are taking advantage of this by gaining ownership of 

large quantities of this water. They can then sell it back to people at a huge profit, turning water into a 

commodity. As we continue to run out of clean water, who has access to what is left will depend on 

economic status – “developed” countries will have more, and “developing” countries will have less.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ec.gc.ca/eau-water/default.asp?lang=En&n=23CEC266-1 

http://joyfullybattleworn.blogspot.ca/2010_08_01_archive.html 
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Learning Goals 

1) Understand how water is being removed from the hydrologic cycle through diversion 

(agriculture, dams), depletion (industry, manufacturing) and pollution. 

2) Understand that humans are using up our supply of fresh water faster than it can be 

replenished. 

3) Understand that the distribution and access to water around the world is not equal or fair. 

4) Make connections between environmental and human rights issues (eco-justice!). 

5) Make connections between individual actions and global consequences. 

 

Suggestions for Introducing the Activity 

 Review the hydrologic cycle, and discuss how water is being removed from it 

 Have students guess what percentage of the earth’s water is fresh water, and discuss the 

ramifications of this 

 Discuss how corporations are taking control of water sources (eg. bottled water), and how this is 

affecting who has access to water 

 Show excerpts from the documentary Blue Gold 

 

Materials 

 4 fresh water supply buckets (1 for each country) 

 4 Untouchable Buckets (1 for each country) 

 4 Pollute Buckets (1 for each country) 

 Cups/scoops to transfer water 

 Country cards 

 Points cards 

o Wealth cards 

o Health cards 

o Good Deed cards 

 

How to Play the Game 

1) Split the class into 4 teams. Each team represents one of the following countries: Canada, USA, 

Bolivia, Kenya 

2) Each country receives a fresh water supply bucket, which contains all the fresh water that 

country has. Each country starts off with the same amount of “fresh water”. (Note: this is a 

simplification. To make the game more realistic, you can have each country start off with 

different amounts of water, as a reflection of how much those countries possess in the real 

world.) 

3) Each country also receives an Untouchable Bucket and a Pollute Bucket. When their cards 

instruct them to do so, water will be transferred to these buckets from their fresh water supply, 

and vice versa. 

4) Each country receives a stack of Country cards, which contain actions which the countries will 

carry out. 
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5) Taking turns (one at a time), each country will flip over 2 cards. After reading both actions, they 

must choose one that they will carry out. The action will involve the transfer of water and/or 

points cards. The unused card can be put back into the pile. 

6) Once that country has carried out the action, move on to the next country. 

7) Continue the game until time is up/you run out of cards. 

 

How you Win 

A country can win the game by either: 

1) Having the most water left in their fresh water supply bucket at the end of the game, OR 

2) Having the most points after tallying their points cards 

 

Additional Rules 

 At any point, a team can choose to buy 1 scoop of water from another country for 3 Wealth 

cards 

 At any point, a team can choose to help out another country and receive a Good Deed card. 

They can help out by: 

o Giving 1 Wealth card and 1 scoop of water 

o Giving 1 Health card and 1 scoop of water 

 When a “Give/Take” card is drawn, that country can choose to: 

o Give = give 1 scoop of water to another country and receive 1 Good Deed card, OR 

o Take = take 1 scoop of water from another country 

 

Allocation of Cards 

Canada: 8 Health cards, 10 Wealth Cards 

USA: 8 Health Cards, 10 Wealth Cards 

Kenya: 4 Health Cards, 3 Wealth Cards 

Bolivia: 4 Health Cards, 3 Wealth Cards 

 

Allocation of Points 

Wealth Card = 10 pts 

Health Card = 10 pts 

Good Deed Card = 20 pts 

 

Possible Discussion Questions (for after game is completed) 

 What do you notice about the difference in points between countries? 

 What do you notice about the difference in fresh water left between countries? 

 How do you feel being Kenya? Bolivia? Canada? USA? 

 Was anything unfair? 

 What were some trade-offs within the game? 

 Who do you think really won? 

 Could there be a war over water? 
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 What impacts of the global water crisis aren’t mentioned in the game? 

 What are some things we can do to reduce water use? Individually? Nationally? Globally? 

 

Extensions/Curriculum Connections 

This activity is meant as an introduction to the global water crisis, and can be used as a jumping-off point 

for a variety of different lessons in many different subject areas. Incorporating environmental education 

and social justice education into course material is extremely important, but sometimes difficult. This 

game is meant to provide a good segue into some of these topics. 

 

Listed below are some ways that this activity can be connected to different curricular/subject areas: 

 General Science: sustainable ecosystems, climate change, chemistry (elements and compounds) 

 Biology: diversity of living things, population dynamics 

 Visual Arts: environmental art, socially conscious art, art with a voice 

 Philosophy: environmental ethics 

 Mathematics: graphing of trends, statistics, infographics 

 Economics: economies of different countries (GDP, GNP, etc.), economics of bottled water 

industry (profit, marketing, etc.) 

 Phys Ed: healthy living (bottled water, sanitation, clean drinking water) 

 English: writing about social and environmental issues (poetry, stories, news articles, etc.) 

 Media Studies: representation of bottled water in the media, commercials, documentaries 

 History: history of different countries (in terms of water/resource use), history of bottled water 

 

Considerations for Teachers 

 Students may sometimes get off task while waiting for their turn – think of ways to keep their 

attention during transition periods, consider the size of groups, etc. 

 This activity can get messy – make sure to laminate your cards! 

 Because this activity uses water, and there is competition involved, make sure to lay down some 

ground rules before starting (to avoid a mess, and classroom management issues) 

 Be aware of the cultural background of your students – some of them may be from one of the 

countries represented in the game. Make sure students are respectful, and that everyone feels 

safe. You may want to assign countries beforehand, and have students research their country 

before playing the game, so that they have a better understanding. 
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Resources 

 

Books: 
 
Barlow, Maude. Blue Covenant: The Global Water Crisis and the Coming Battle for the Right to Water. 

Toronto: McClelland & Stewart Ltd., 2007. 
 

Bell, Alexander. Peak Water: civilisation and the world’s water crisis. Edinburgh: Luath, 2009. 

 

Bouguerra, Mohamed Larbi. Water under Threat. Black Point, NS: Fernwood Publishing Ltd, 2006. 

 

Chartres, Colin & Samyuktha Varma. Out of Water: from abundance to scarcity and how to solve the 

world’s water problems. Upper Saddle River, NJ: FT Press, 2011. 

 

Clarke, Tony. Inside the Bottle: Exposing the Bottled Water Industry. Ottawa: Canadian Centre for Policy 

Alternatives, 2007. 

 

De Villiers, Marq. Water: The Fate of our most Precious Resource. Toronto: McClelland & Stewart Lrd., 
2003. 

 
Fishman, Charles. The Big Thirst: the secret life and turbulent future of water. New York: Free Press, 

2011. 
 
Jordan, Chris. Running the Numbers: An American Self-Portrait. Pullman, Washington: Museum of 

Art/Washington State University, 2009. 
 

Roddick, Anita. Troubled Water: saints, sinners, truths and lies about the global water crisis. Chichester: 

Anita Roddick Books, 2004. 

 

Videos: 

 

Bozzo, Sam, Mark Achbar, Si Litvinoff, Malcolm McDowell, Hannes Bertolini, Thomas Aichinger, Maude 

Barlow, and Tony Clarke. Blue Gold: World Water Wars. United States: Distributed by PBS Home 

Video, 2009. 
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Text for Country Cards 

 

USA CARDS 

 

Aquafina, an American bottled water company, gains rights to 1/8 of Kenya’s water supply. 

 Take 5 scoops of water from Kenya 

 Lose 1 Wealth Card 

 

Toxic chemicals are dumped from a factory in one of your communities, causing an increase 

in cancer rates. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Lose 3 Health Cards 

 

Aquafina sells its bottled water to people in Kenya, at a huge profit. 

 Take 3 Wealth Cards from Kenya 

 Give 3 scoops of water to Kenya 

 

Farming all over the country uses up massive amounts of water. 

 Lose 3 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 2 Wealth Cards 

 

The manufacturing of American cars uses up massive amounts of water. 

 Lose 1 scoop of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Gain 3 Wealth Cards 

 

An increase in meat consumption causes an increase in water use. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 

Your country produces 84 billion litres of bottled water this year. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 5 wealth cards 

 

 

Research into more water-efficient food production helps reduce water waste. 

 Take 1 scoop of water from the Untouchable Bucket 
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Manufacturing of microchips uses massive amounts of water. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Lose 1 scoop of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Gain 3 Wealth Cards 

 

CANADA CARDS 

 

Paving over of natural land to build condos removes water from the hydrologic cycle. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 

Scientists have developed a way to recycle some of the water contaminated from the Alberta 

Tar Sands. 

 Take 1 scoop of water from the Untouchable Bucket 

 

Canada builds another large dam for hydropower, so this water can no longer be used. 

 Lose 1 scoop of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 1 Wealth Card 

 

Oil extraction uses up massive quantities of water throughout the process. 

 Lose 3 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 5 Wealth Cards 

 

Chemical run-off from farming pollutes some of your country’s groundwater. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Lose 2 Health Cards 

 

 

Nestle gains rights to 1/8 of Bolivia’s water supply. 

 Take 5 scoops of water from Bolivia 

 Give 1 Wealth Card to Bolivia 

 

Nestle sells their bottled water back to Bolivia, at a huge profit. 

 Take 3 Wealth Cards from Bolivia 

 Give 3 scoops of water to Bolivia 
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Consumption of bottled water puts millions of plastic bottles into landfills, leaching chemicals 

into the water supply. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Gain 2 Wealth Cards 

 

Canada produces millions of stacks of paper to be exported. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 3 Wealth Cards 

 

Low-flow toilets are installed in many homes in major cities. 

 Take 1 scoop of water from the Untouchable Bucket 

 

KENYA CARDS 

 

Wells are donated to your country. 

 Get back 3 scoops of water from the Untouchable Bucket 

 

Kenya grows roses that are then sent to North America to be sold. 

 Lose 3 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 2 Wealth Cards 

 

 

A Canadian water company gains rights to some of your water supply. 

 Lose 5 scoops of water to Canada 

 

There is no clean tap water available in your current city. You must walk 10 miles to the 

nearest well. 

 Take 1 scoop of water 

 

There is no clean tap water available in your current city. You must buy Dasani bottled water 

instead. 

 Take 2 scoops of water  

 Give up 3 Wealth Cards to the US 

 

Lack of proper sanitation causes hundreds of children to die of water-borne diseases. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 Lose 2 Health Cards 
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People are charged for air running through taps, even though no water is coming out. 

 Lose 1 Wealth Card 

 

Coca Cola has set up bottling plants all over the country. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 

Coca Cola bottling plants pollute water in the surrounding area, resulting in local health 

problems. 

 Lose 2 Health Cards 

 

BOLIVIA CARDS 

 

Citizens fight to reclaim their water rights from a big water corporation. 

 Take 3 scoops of water back from the US 

 

 

Your government makes a deal with a large water corporation: debt relief in exchange for 

ownership of ¼ of your water supply. 

 Lose 6 scoops of water to the US 

 Gain 2 Wealth Cards 

 

No access to clean water forces people to drink from disease-ridden rivers and streams. 

 Lose 2 Health Cards 

 Lose 1 Wealth Card to pay for health care 

 

Devise a way to collect rainwater. 

 Take 1 scoop back from the Untouchable Bucket 

 

 

Production of soybean crop uses up a large quantity of water. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 1 Wealth Card 

 

Bottled water company gains control of some of your communities’ water sources. 

 Lose 3 scoops of water to Canada 

 Gain 1 Wealth Card 
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Coca Cola has set up bottling plants all over the country. 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Lose 2 scoops of water to the Pollute Bucket 

 

Coca Cola bottling plants pollute water in the surrounding area, resulting in local health 

problems. 

 Lose 2 Health Cards 

 

Agriculture practices use up massive amounts of water. 

 Lose 3 scoops of water to the Untouchable Bucket 

 Gain 2 Wealth Cards 
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Card Templates (sizes may need to be adjusted) 

Points Cards: 

  

Wealth Card Health Card 

Good Deed Card 
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Card Templates (sizes may need to be adjusted) 

 

Country Cards: 

 


