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Global freshwater use tripled dur-
ing the second half of the 20th
century as population more than
doubled and as technological
advances let farmers and other
water users pump groundwater
from greater depths and harness
river water with more and larger
dams. As global demand soars,
pressures on the world’s water
resources are straining aquatic sys-
tems worldwide. Rivers are running
dry, lakes are disappearing, and
water tables are dropping. 

Much of the growth in water use
over the past half-century is from a
vast increase in irrigation, which is
used to produce 60 percent of the
world’s grain. Globally, irrigated
area nearly tripled between 1950
and 2003, growing from 94 million
to 277 million hectares. This
growth, however, is tapering off as
the water needed to expand irriga-
tion becomes increasingly scarce.
Forty years ago, irrigated area was
expanding at an annual rate of 2.1
percent, but the last five years of
data reflect slower growth of only
0.4 percent. 

Meanwhile, the extent of irrigated
area per person reached a high of 47
hectares per thousand people in
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1978 and has been shrinking steadily
since 1992. In 2003, per capita irri-
gated area dropped below 44
hectares per thousand people, the
lowest level of the past four decades.
With population growth outpacing
growth in irrigated area, this figure is
unlikely to rebound substantially.

As demand for water continues to
grow to satisfy rising agricultural,
industrial, and residential needs,
aquatic ecosystems struggle to
respond. Countless communities
depend heavily on rivers, both for
direct water use and as a source of
energy. But as upstream populations
increase their demands, downstream
communities have less water avail-
able to them. In some cases, rivers
become so overexploited that they
cease to exist altogether.

The Colorado River in the south-
western U.S. is among the world’s
rivers that run dry for at least part
of the year, depleted by southwest-
ern farmers and thirsty cities alike,
with more than one-fourth of these
withdrawals—3.8 trillion liters—
going to California alone. Other
rivers, including the Ganges, the
Indus, and the Nile, are sometimes
little more than a trickle by the time
they reach the sea. 

As rivers run dry, the lakes that
rely on them suffer as well. Lake
shorelines are receding and water
levels are dropping due to dramatic
reductions in inflow from rivers and
streams, declining recharge from
overstressed aquifers, and increas-
ing water withdrawals from lakes.
For example, Mono Lake in
California has fallen by 11 meters
since 1941, the year Los Angeles
first began to draw water from its
tributaries.

Falling water tables are less obvi-
ous indicators of global water
shortages than disappearing lakes
and dry riverbeds. Yet groundwater
reserves are becoming increasingly
depleted, due in large part to the
rise in irrigated area and the grow-
ing use of water for industrial
purposes. Aquifers that supply irri-
gation water to some of the world’s
major grain producers are of partic-
ular concern because they cannot
be replenished.

While groundwater is integral to
today’s agriculture, it is also a valu-
able resource in urban environments.
Some of the world’s largest cities,
including Mexico City, Calcutta, and
Shanghai, rely heavily on local
groundwater. Worldwide, it is esti-



For many years, the National
Drinking Water Clearinghouse has

provided products at no charge. Now,
we’ve implemented a fee structure for

some of our products.

Of course this seems like bad news, but in
some ways it isn’t. Here’s why:

We still offer dozens of free products.

We’re not getting rich on this, we’re only
recouping the money we spend obtain-
ing and distributing the products.

We’ll be able to expand our product offer-
ings because we can now provide items that
would’ve been rejected due to their cost.

View the complete products list on the NDWC Web site
at www.ndwc.wvu.edu.

If you don’t have Internet access or you’d like to discuss
your particular situation, please call us toll free at (800) 624-

8301 and select option “3” to talk with one of our technical
assistance specialists.
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mated that roughly two billion peo-
ple—in both rural and urban
environments—rely on groundwater
for daily water consumption.

With the projected addition of 2.6
billion people to the global popula-
tion by 2050, most of them in
countries where water tables are
already falling and wells are going
dry, water shortages will likely
become more commonplace and
more severe. Absent a global effort
to quickly slow population growth
and to use water more efficiently,
water shortages may translate into
food shortages in more and more
countries.

Water resources are one of 12
indicators that the Earth Policy
Institute monitors in the develop-
ment of what they call an
eco-economy. Learn more about
EPI’s work by visiting their Web site
at www.earth-policy.org.
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