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The total volume of water resources in South 
Korea is recorded to be 129.7 billion m3. 75.3 
billion m3 (58%) of this sum is available water, ex-
cluding 54.4 billion m3 (42%) that is lost naturally 
due to evapotranspiration and interception. Water 
is recharged unevenly throughout the year, with 
74% (56 million m3) of the available water collect-
ing over the rainy season from June to September. 
As agricultural water use is generally concentrated 
between April and September, this seasonal incom-
patibility causes a lack of security for consistent 
water use.

Of the total available water, 56% (42 billion m3) 
is lost to the sea. The other 44% (33.3 billion m3) 
remains in rivers, dams, reservoirs, and groundwa-
ter, among which 25.5 billion m3 are used for do-
mestic, industrial, and agricultural purposes, while 

7.8 billion m3 are used for maintaining rivers. 
During droughts, however, available water drops to 
as low as 14.9 billion m3, which is a mere 45% of 
the annual average.

Since the 1900s, Korea has been experiencing 
severe water shortages every five to ten years. This 
can be attributed to a variety of geomorphological 
characteristics, such as steep river gradients, low 
soil moisture due to a thin soil layer, and large dif-
ferences in regional and seasonal rainfall (annual 
minimum of 754 mm, maximum of 1,756 mm). In 
addition, major and minor droughts occur every 
two to three years, while extreme droughts are 
observed every seven years. In recent history, the 
most severe droughts occurred in 1994 – 1995, 
2001 – 2002, and 2008 – 2009.

According to the Long-term Water Master Plan 
(2011 – 2020), Korea is projected to have 0.43 
million m3 of water shortage if severe drought oc-
curs in 2020. The prediction states that the Yeong-
sangang watershed will have the largest shortage 
of 0.15 billion m3, followed by the Seomjingang 
watershed (0.1 billion m3), the Nakdonggang 
watershed (0.09 billion m3), the Geumgang wa-
tershed (0.05 billion m3), and the Hangang water-
shed (0.04 billion m3). Coastal regions, islands, 
and mountain areas will most likely experience 
the greatest lack of available water due to a dete-
rioration of water resources or supply systems.

Various plans are required in order to secure the 
0.43 billion m3 shortage of water across the na-
tion; an integrated supply system for waterworks 
must be established, existing facilities should be 
maintained to uphold effective operation, and 
small reservoirs should be constructed to obtain 
new water sources. Global climate change may 
further intensify the water shortage by 1.8 – 3.5 
times by extending droughts and increasing de-
mand for water. As such, it is also necessary to fa-
cilitate the capability to cope with such potential 
extreme water shortages.
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