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T

he World’s Water 2002-2003 offers a snapshot of our progress in addressing the global water crisis. It is the third in a series of books authored by the Dr. Peter H. Gleick and the Pacific Institute. This book is an effort to explore, understand, and solve a variety of critical water issues that include the global water crisis, global warming and water, privatization and globalization of water, and water-related conflicts.

The central thrust of The World’s Water 2002-2003 is that we must rethink the way we capture, distribute, and use water if we are to meet the challenges of increasing scarcity and growing populations. In the lead chapter, the Pacific Institute’s director, Peter H. Gleick, spells out one possible solution to the growing water crisis: a “soft path” for water.

The “soft path” for water, which borrows both its name and many concepts from Amory Lovins’ work on the soft path for energy, provides for the needs of people and the natural world by asking policy makers to rethink how, and what, we use water for. The chapter’s central insight is that people don’t so much want to “use” water as to accomplish certain tasks – they want to drink and bathe, produce goods and services, grow food and otherwise meet human needs.

Other chapters cover the increasingly contentious debates over globalization and privatization of water, new measures of water well-being, the risks of climate change, and new information on dams and water. The book also includes several water briefs on issues including the search for water in outer space, an expanded historical chronology of conflicts over water, and over 20 newly update tables on everything from sanitation to irrigation. 

The World’s Water 2002-2003: The Biennial Report on Freshwater Resources (Island Press, July 23 2002, Paper $32.50) was written by Peter H. Gleick with William C.G. Burns, Elizabeth L. Chalecki, Michael Cohen, Katherine Kao Cushing, Amar S. Mann, Rachel Reyes, Gary H. Wolff, Arlene K. Wong.

Available for purchase online at: www.islandpress.com


More information on the Pacific Institute Website: www.pacinst.org


Media inquiries to Nicholas L. Cain, 510-251-1600, via email at mailto:ncain@pacinst.org
Introduction: The global water crisis

Over a billion people lack access to clean drinking water in the developing world and nearly 2.5 billion lack access to adequate sanitation services. Preventable water-related diseases kill an estimated 10,000 to 20,000 children each day.

More than 20 percent of all freshwater fish species are now threatened or endangered because dams and water withdrawals have destroyed free-flowing river ecosystems. And many of the world’s key aquifers are being over exploited.

In the developed world, aging water systems and growing populations are pushing municipal utilities to sell their systems to the highest bidder or build massive new infrastructure projects to meet projected demand. Meanwhile, global warming threatens to upend the weather patterns for which our water systems were designed.

This combination of threats and challenges requires a radical rethinking of the way we gather, store, distribute, and use water. And, in turn, this requires a change in how we make decisions about this vital resource. The World’s Water is an attempt to understand, quantify and respond to these challenges. 

Chapter 1 – The Soft Path for Water

The “soft path” for water asks us to rethink how –- and what – we use water for. 

The key insight behind the soft path for water is that people don’t want to “use” water – they want to drink and bathe, produce goods and services, grow food and otherwise meet human needs. Achieving this goal can be done the traditional “hard” way by building more dams, pipelines, and environmentally-destructive infrastructure. Or it can be done through improving efficiency, using decentralized infrastructure, and reconsidering what we use water for.

The soft path strives to improve the overall productivity of water use rather than seeking endless sources of new supply. It matches water services to the scale of the users’ needs and works with water users at local and community levels. And, the soft path for water takes environmental and social concerns into account to ensure that basic human needs and the needs of the natural world are both met.

The soft path can be distinguished from the traditional, hard path for water in six main ways:

1) The soft path directs governments, companies, and individuals to meet the water needs of peoples and businesses, instead of just supplying water. People want clean clothes, or to be able to produce goods and services – they do not care how much water is used and may not care if water is used at all.

2) The soft path leads to water systems that supply water of various qualities for different uses. For instance, storm runoff, gray water, and reclaimed wastewater are well-suited to irrigate landscaping or for some industrial purposes.

3) The soft path for water recognizes that investing in decentralized infrastructure can be just as cost-effective as investing in large, centralized facilities. There is nothing inherently better about providing irrigation water from a massive reservoir instead of using decentralized rainwater capture and storage.

4) The soft path requires water agency or company personnel to interact closely with water users and to engage community groups in water management. The hard path, governed by an engineering mentality, is accustomed to meeting generic needs.

5) The soft path recognizes that the health of our natural world and the activities that depend on it (like swimming and tourism) are important to water-users and people in general. Often times, the hard path, by not returning enough water to the natural world, harms other water users downstream.

6) The soft path recognizes the complexities of water economics, including the power of economies of scope. An economy of scope exists when a combined decision-making process would allow specific services to be delivered at a lower cost than would result from separate decision-making.

Chapters 2 and 3 – The Globalization and Privatization of Water

New efforts are underway to expand the international trade in water and to encourage private companies to play a larger role in water provision and management. But many unanswered questions remain about the true consequences of treating water as an economic good and whether these new approaches will protect the natural world, encourage efficient use of water, and provide for human needs equitably. 

“Our research has shown that the headlong rush towards the globalization and privatization of water has failed to address many important concerns and issues,” said Peter H. Gleick, director of the Pacific Institute and one of the authors of the globalization and privatization chapters. “Although the privatization and globalization of water may be able to help nations – especially those in the developing world – provide clean drinking water for underserved populations, much stricter oversight and better understanding of the issue is required.”

These two chapters look, respectively, at the international trade in water and the privatization of water systems and offer a series of detailed principles to ensure that future deals include public participation and address environmental and social concerns.

Chapter 4 – Measuring Water Well Being: Indicators and Indices

Key to addressing the environmental and social issues spotlighted throughout the book is a clear understanding of water scarcity and water problems. In Chapter 4, the authors define different “indicators” and “indices” of water well-being. Although the growth of water-related indicators has grown in recent years, such efforts are fraught with limitations. This chapter discusses appropriate design and development of such indices.

Chapter 5 – Water and Climate Change: Threats to Pacific Island Nations

The Pacific Institute has been exploring the links between water resources and climate change since its inception fifteen years ago. We continue to look at the impacts of global warming on water, in this chapter focusing on Pacific Island Nations.

“While the popular press has focused on the threat of inundation of island coastal areas by rising sea levels, perhaps the most critical near and long term threat to small island nations is the possible impacts of climate change on freshwater quality and availability,” noted William C.G. Burns, the author of this chapter

Pacific island developing countries consist of 22 political entities spread out over 11 million square miles of ocean. And while Pacific island developing countries are responsible for only 0.03% of the world’s carbon dioxide emissions, the residents of these islands are likely to suffer some of the earliest and most severe impacts of climate change over the next two centuries.

Freshwater is in extremely limited supply in many South Pacific island states. Only 50-75% of the residents of Samoa currently have access to safe water for example. Global warming will worsen this problem significantly: As sea levels rise saltwater will intrude into the groundwater of many island nations and the loss of freshwater resources could render some island, including Kirabati and Tuvalu, uninhabitable.

Chapter 6 – Water and Conflict: The Case of the Colorado River Delta

Almost every major river in the world is shared by two or more nations. Understanding how to better manage water across international boundaries is critical to ensuring that resources are shared fairly and that the environment is protected for future generations. “Managing Across Boundaries: The Case of the Colorado River Delta” examines one of these binational basins, describing the Colorado River's hydrology and the complex legal framework governing its use in the United States and Mexico.  

"As in many water basins shared by two or more nations, the impacts of over-development are felt most dramatically in the environment of the downstream country," said Michael Cohen. "The Colorado River delta, formerly a lush expanse of cottonwoods and willows and rich backwaters, is now but a vestige of its former self. Just a small amount of water is all that's needed to preserve this remnant, which is in grave danger of disappearing." This chapter describes recent efforts to protect the delta, and puts forth several possible solutions.
Chapter 7 – The World Commission on Dams Report: What’s Next?

The first book in The World’s Water series looked at the state of the world’s large dams and challenged the old paradigm of relying on ever-larger numbers of dams to meet human needs. The second volume explored new efforts to remove or decommission dams that either no longer served a useful purpose or have cause egregious environmental damage. In November of 2000, the World Commission on Dams concluded a ground-breaking two-year study on the sustainability of large dams. In this volume, Katherine Kao Cushing summarizes the Commission’s objectives and work and describes the many responses.

Water Briefs and Data Tables

Following the overview chapters are more than twenty charts and tables that offer data on topics including: renewable water supply by country, access to safe drinking water, access to sanitation by country, water prices for various households, statistics on dams, and more. The World’s Water 2002-2003 also includes brief reports on issues such as the search for water in outer space, a chronology of water-related conflicts, and an update on water and the Internet.
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For more than a decade, Island Press has been a leading publisher of books about the environment for professionals, students, and general readers.  Our titles reflect the breadth and immediacy of global environmental problems and the range of appropriate responses to them, from solutions-oriented books for working professionals to books on ideas that inform and inspire. Shearwater Books, established in 1992 as an imprint of Island Press, explores through literary nonfiction and autobiography, the relationship of nature, science, and human culture.
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