Water, Water Everywhere?
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The planet is running out of the fresh water, but not because of thirsty people. Ninety percent goes to global industry: mostly high tech manufacturing and industrial agriculture. Now corporations want to ship river and lake water across the ocean to Asia, in giant “bladders.” It’s for thirsty computer companies. We’d like to believe there’s an infinite supply of water on the planet.  

Global consumption of fresh water is doubling every 20 years.  That’s more than twice the rate of human population growth.  But human beings actually use only 10% of the planet’s fresh water.  


About 65% of the world’s fresh water goes to industrial agriculture, which uses water at a much higher rate than the small self-sufficient family farmers who are being replaced.  The rest goes to other industrial uses, like high-tech and computer manufacturing.  (Silicon chips require massive supplies of pure water.)


According to the United Nations, more than one billion people on earth already lack access to clean fresh drinking water.  Still, industrial water users expect to double their consumption within the next 25 years.  By then, two-thirds of the world population may be suffering from severe water shortage.


As the water crisis becomes worse, one would hope that governments and global bureaucracies, conscious of the planet’s limits, would advocate conservation.  Instead, some propose a new solution:  Privatize and globalize the remaining fresh water.  Sell it to corporations, and let the global market decide who gets to drink it, or use it.  New trade agreements alike the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the World Trade Organization already define water as a “commodity” and have rules that require government to permit water exports under certain conditions.


Corporations are excited.  Water could become more valuable than oil, so there are billions to be made.  Among their schemes is to ship North American lake water across the Pacific.  Picture a gigantic supertanker crossing the ocean while towing a humongous floating balloon carrying part of Lake Superior.  The water will be sold to Asia’s high-tech industries (and U.S. companies in Asia).  Very few thirsty people can afford to buy the water for drinking.

STATE OF THE WORLD’S WATER


This new form of fresh water diversion is only the latest in a century of water projects –dams, aquifer pumping, canals, and other diversions—that have left the world’s water resource in a desperate state.  Here’s a quick summary:

· In Mexico City, pumping exceeds natural recharge by 50-80% per year.  Arabian Peninsula groundwater use is three times greater than recharge.  Saudi Arabia may be completely depleted in 50 years.  Israel’s extraction exceeded replacement by 2.5 billion meters in the last 25 years; 13% of its coastal aquifer is contaminated by agricultural chemicals or sea water.

· In Africa, the aquifers barely recharge at all.  Water is being depleted by some 10 billion cubic meters a year.

· Northern China has eight regions of aquifer overdraft, while the water table under Beijing dropped 37 meters over the last 40 years.  The land under Bangkok has actually sunk due to over-pumping.  And the Nile River, the Ganges, and the Yellow River in China, like the Colorado in the United States, are so dammed and diverted that the waters do not reach the sea.

· Some counties are near war over water.  Namibia and Botswana are arguing about diversions of the Okavango River.  Malaysia has threatened to cut off Singapore’s water supply (which flows from the north).

· In India, families pay 25% of their income for drinking water.  Poor residents of Lima, Peru, pay $3 for a cubic meter of often contaminated water.  More than 5 million people, mostly children, die every year from bad drinking water.

· The effects on wildlife and biodiversity are beyond tragic.  The United States and Canada have lost 50% of its wetlands.  About 37% of America’s freshwater fish are at the risk of extinction; 51% of crayfish; 40% of amphibians; and 67% of freshwater mussels, mostly from poisoned waters that run off from the agriculture industry.  

· In England, 30% of the rivers are down to one-third their average depth. Seventy-five percent of Poland’s rivers are so contaminated that their water is unfit even for industrial use.

There is simply no way to overstate the water crisis of the planet today.

CLEAR CHOICES


What now? There are few rivers left to dam. Aquifers are in crisis. So then, is the best solution to let global corporations export lake and river water by towing it in balloons across the oceans, for profit? Does anyone really believe that will solve more problems then it causes?


There’s only so much water. Once we accept that, we can make some logical moves:

1. Recognize that water is life to all species. Water should not become a commodity; it is part of the commons, owned by all of us forever. It should not be privatized or traded or globalized.

2. Leave water where nature put it, in its own watershed, as part of larger ecological systems. Decisions about its use should be localized.

3. Full conservation and reclamation programs should begin now. Industrial users should pay.

4. Industrial agriculture should be phased out. It’s too toxic, and energy and water intensive. A return to small-scale local farming will save water and energy, and it will keep our rivers clean. Strict controls are needed on water use by high-tech manufacturing.

5. International agreements should determine where emergency fresh drinking water is needed. Nonprofit organizations, like the Red Cross, should supply such regions, as needed. Free.
