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Twenty-first-century problems require twenty-first-
century solutions. That is the five-second summary of A
Twenty-First Century U.S. Water Policy. This is an edited
collection of essays by experts in the fields of climate sci-
ence, environmental justice, geography, and law, several
of whom work at the Pacific Institute, a nonprofit with a
research focus on sustainability, environment, and social
equity. A look at the instituteds website quickly reveals
the primacy of water-related issues in the groupés mis-
sion.

Taken as a whole, the book makes a case for a asoft
patha to meet Americads water needs. The concept be-
comes murky and confusing at times, but the 4soft patha
is meant to refer to a new way of managing water re-
sources that differs from the large, centralized infrastruc-
tures and traditional technologies that currently define
water provision in the United States-what the authors
refer to as the dhard path.a As they argue in the intro-
duction, we need to recognize that the goods and services
normally associated with water use can be met in several
ways other than the model laid down in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.

As Peter Gleick notes in the first chapter, those tra-
ditional models of use simply will not work in the near

future. Although the nation is well endowed with wa-
ter, the astocksa and aflowsa of that water vary greatly
according to region, and they are increasingly running
up against what Gleick dubs apeak water constraints.a
These constraints include prolonged drought and de-
pleted aquifers, as well as the potential aloss of ecolog-
ical services greater than the value provided by using
that water,a what Gleick calls apeak ecological watera (p.
10). The kind of constraints he outlines are very differ-
ent from typical notions of water scarcity as a function
of increased demand based on rising population. In re-
ality, Gleick says, increased population has not gener-
ated more absolute demand, thanks to greater technolog-
ical efficiency, regulatory disincentives to water use, and
Americaas transition toward a service-based rather than
production-based economy. It seems that the decimation
of American manufacturing is good for conserving water.
Gleickas main point is that if absolute demand is not the
problem, then more dams, reservoirs, and conduits are
probably not the answer. He leaves it at that for the time
being, reserving the last chapter of the book for putting
forth possible solutions to US water policy and manage-
ment.

Juliet Christian-Smith and Lucy Allen likewise high-
light several problematic issues while leaving prescrip-
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tive solutions to be handled in later chapters. Christian-
Smith and Allen focus their attention on the patchwork
of federal statutes, judicial decisions, and administrative
agencies that currently manage the nationas water re-
sources. Their account of numerous federal laws, admin-
istrative units, and thirty or so funding agencies related
to water clearly establishes the fractured incoherence of
US water policy. Added to this incoherence, they point
out that the federal role is also rather limited when it
comes to water management. Water access and distri-
bution is primarily the jurisdiction of state and local gov-
ernments. This simple fact has tremendous consequences
for water use. For instance, in western states the laws
regarding water access are based on the rule of prior ap-
propriation (the first to utilize a water source has primary
rights to that water over other users). That legal structure
works as a disincentive for appropriators to practice wa-
ter conservation. Citing more comprehensive water poli-
cies adopted in recent decades by South Africa, Australia,
the European Union (EU), and Russia, the authors call for
a similarly more unified water policy in the United States.
Here they may overstate their case, though, as the EU wa-
ter policy is so vaguely written that its interpretation and
application across the member nations is wildly inconsis-
tent and certainly not unified.

These first two chapters lay the foundation upon
which the rest of the book is built. Many of the subse-
quent chapters go on to address specific water-related
problems that occur with the material and legal con-
text put forth in the essays by Gleick, Christian-Smith,
and Allen. Some chapters are far more compelling than
others. Amy Vanderwarkeras assessment of &Water and
Environmental Justice,d for example, ties in nicely with
Gleickas point about the inadequacy of looking only at
the amount of water available. When communities in
poverty, which are also often communities of color, face
disproportional exposure to polluted water sources and
less access to basic water infrastructures, availability be-
comes a somewhat meaningless metric.

There is not a whole lot in the prescriptive solutions
offered in the individual chapters or in the conclusion
that is new to anyone remotely familiar with water issues
in the United States. Most of the strategies the authors
advocate fall under the category of more holistic plan-
ning and execution. Making environmental justice more
central to water resource planning, developing a more
coherent set of laws, streamlining administrative agen-
cies, increasing the attention and funding for water re-
source study, integrating surface and drinking water reg-
ulations, and taking the effects of global climate change

into consideration as part of the decision-making process
for resource management are all good steps, even if they
are fairly simple and somewhat obvious. More troubling,
some of the authorsa solutions are not that different from
the very corporate interests who have sought profit from
the inescapable human need for water. For example,
tiered pricing structures that recognize the various uses
for water (drinking versus bathing, waste disposal, etc.)
is something the bottled water industry advocated back
in the late 1970s. They lobbied, unsuccessfully, to con-
vince lawmakers that there was no need to treat all water
to the standard of drinking water since only a very small
percentage of it was used for that purpose.[1] Local gov-
ernments could then adjust prices for various uses, and if
they did not want to absorb the cost of treating water for
drinking, they could always contract out the provision
of drinking water to the bottled water industry. Bottlers
would also likely applaud these authorsa call for the de-
centralization of water resource management (a logically
inconsistent strategy given the authorsa advocacy for a
greater federal role in water policy). After all, local pric-
ing jurisdiction has allowed corporations like NestlA® to
prey upon cash-strapped towns, promising jobs for ac-
cess to water resources at well below the prices paid by
residential or other commercial consumers.

Aside from the contradictory logic of calling for
greater federal control and simultaneously advocating
decentralization of water management and allocation,
there are other problematic oversights in the book. While
noting that agriculture places the greatest demand on
our water resources, the authors never consider related
policies or consumer behaviors that incentivize overpro-
duction of certain crops. For instance, how much of US
agricultural output is directed to animal feed for a nation
that consumes meat at a shockingly high rate compared
with the rest of the world? How much corn is produced
not for direct consumption, but rather to be broken down
into derivatives used in everything from soft drink syrups
to drywall? Addressing these issues as matters of pol-
icy, though, would require fundamental questions about
apolitical economy that subjects all resources to a market
rationale.

Therein lies the greatest fault with this book. The
asoft patha described here lacks any forceful assertion
that policy should perhaps reflect a commitment to hold-
ing water access as a fundamental human right (it is men-
tioned in passing in one of the chapters, but the sentiment
does not inform the solutions presented in that chapter in
any meaningful way). Instead, the authors concede the
terms of water policy to the ubiquitous rationales of effi-
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ciency and markets. Such an approach to water resource Choice of Drinking Water Quality: Excerpt from the Na-
management is more than soft, it is impotent. tional Conference on Drinking Water Policy Problems,a
Bottled Water Reporter 18, no. 2 (April 1978): 12; and In-
ternational Bottled Water Association, dDual Water Sys-

[1] Donald L. Porth, aConsumer Perception and tems,é Bot-tled Water Reporter 18, no. 4 (June 1978) 20.
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