THE WORLD'S WATER CRISIS
Suddenly it is so clear: the world is running out of fresh water.  Humanity is polluting, diverting, and depleting the wellspring of life at a startling rate.  With every passing day, our demand for fresh water outpaces its availability and thousands more people are put at risk.  Already, the social, political, and economic impacts of water scarcity are rapidly becoming a destabilizing force, with water-related conflicts springing up around the globe.  Quite simply, unless we dramatically change our ways, between one-half and two-thirds of humanity will be living with severe fresh water shortages within the next quarter-century.  (xi-x2)
Maude Barlow and Tony Clarke have laid out in no uncertain terms the extent of the world's water crisis--"perhaps the greatest threat ever to the survival of our planet"--in their book, Blue Gold: The Fight to Stop the Corporate Theft of the World's Water (New York: The New Press, 2002).  This crisis exposes the failure of the "Washington Consensus," the dominant economic model, which leads to the commodification and privatization of water along with virtually all "the commons."  As governments cede and corporations buy up fresh water sources around the world, this resource essential for human life and all living things is exploited for the profit of their investors at the expense of all the others.
The authors cite examples of devastation already taking place and analyze the forces at work to destroy and contaminate and use up the world's aquatic ecosystems. In 2001 the Rio Grande ceased to flow into the Gulf of Mexico for the first time.  The urbanization and paving of the Earth's surface are causing the loss of 6400 billion cubic feet of fresh water annually.  Aquifers are being depleted and water tables are lowering at alarming rates.  The UN reports that 31 countries currently face water scarcity; one billion people have no access to clean drinking water; three billion have no access to sanitation services.  Yet the world's population will increase 57% (2.6 billion people) by 2025, so agricultural production must increase by 50%.  And industrial use of water will probably double by that date.  
Citing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, Barlow and Clarke affirm an alternative response to the fresh water crisis.  "We believe that access to clean water for basic needs is a fundamental human right: this vital resource cannot become a commodity sold to the highest bidder.  Each generation must ensure that the abundance and quality of water is not diminished as a result of its activities."  (xiv)  They set forth 10 basic principles for dialogue and action to renew the world's fresh water supplies, beginning with the affirmation, "Water belongs to the earth and to all species."  They call for nothing less than a radical change of direction in the global economy, to serve life for all and not profit for a few.

1.  What do we know about the purity, abundance, and accessibility of our water?

2.  What can we do to restore fresh water as a human right for all?
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