Water, water everywhere? No!

April’s National Geographic magazine is a special issue on “Water: Our Thirsty World.” If you haven’t seen it, I recommend you get a copy.

 “The amount of moisture on Earth has not changed. The water the dinosaurs drank millions of years ago is the same water that falls as rain today. But will there be enough for a more crowded world?” asks the writer Barbara Kingsolver.

Only 3% of the Earth's water is fresh water (97% is salty, 2% is snow/ice). Of that 3%, only 1% is available for human consumption That means only one one-hundredth (0.01%) of all the Earth's water is usable to grow crops, cool power plants, and supply drinking, cooking, and bathing water for households. With 83 million more people on Earth every year, the demand for fresh water will keep growing. Used carefully, there’s enough to support the world's population three times over.

How are we using – more accurately, wasting – the world’s water now? It takes 1,857 gallons to produce one pound of beef, 1,382 for one pound of sausage, and 756 for one pound of pork. Over its life, a single cow will need 808,400 gallons of water to produce 18,700 pounds of feed and hay and nourish the pasture, 6,300 gallons for drinking, and 1,900 gallons for cleaning stables and farmyards, for a total of 816,600 gallons. That’s a lot of water!

On the other hand, it takes 103 gallons of water to grow one pound of bananas, 84 for a pound of apples, 55 for a pound of oranges, 43 for a pound of beans, and 25 for a pound of eggplant. I’m not suggesting we all become vegetarians overnight. However, eating a vegetarian diet has always been a great way to be healthy, reduce your carbon footprint, and significantly cut the amount of water required to produce your food. The exact amount depends on several factors, primarily how much meat and other animal products you remove from your diet, and how strictly you stick to a plant-based diet.

Americans use about 100 gallons of water at home each day; in Florida, 3,000 gallons are used to water the grass for each golf game; swimming pools in this country lose 150 billion gallons to evaporation every year. 

Meanwhile, millions of the world’s poorest subsist on fewer than five gallons; one out of every eight lacks access to clean water; 3.3 million die each year from water-related health problems; 46% of the people on Earth do not have water piped into their homes; and women in developing countries walk an average of 3.7 miles to get water. At the same time, dam projects have displaced up to 80 million people worldwide.

By 2025, 1.8 billon people will live in regions with severe water scarcity. Throughout history, wars have been fought over resources like oil and land; water may be the next source of conflict. And these conflicts will probably offer fertile ground for terrorists, some of whom may view the United States as a main cause of the world’s water problem. 

This column contains a lot of numbers, and if you’re like my wife, your eyes will have glazed over by the time you get to this point. But along with climate change – actually, linked to climate change – water is something we can no longer afford to take for granted.

Mark Berg is the President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web site www.adamswatersheds.org contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.
