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Summary: 
1. US has the world’s largest per 

capita consumption of water  

2. Abundant water resources with 

equally high surface and ground 

water potential. 

3. Unsustainable individual water 

consumption pattern. 

4. Has old  and aging infrastructure 

which is expensive to renovate or 

rebuild 

5. Weak political will to address 

policy gaps and efficiency in water 

management  

6. Industrial and agricultural pollution 

is a leading cause of contamination 

of water in almost all the 50 states. 

7. Climate change and its effect on 

water availability is being 

intensively studied in US. 

8. Alarming levels of snowmelt 

recorded. 

9. Very active civil society and 

independent research groups, but 

activism for the cause of water 

conservation is comparatively 

lesser than other causes ( like  

education healthcare and 

employment) 

UNITES STATES of AMERICA 

 

Geography:  Fourth largest country in by area in the world. Shares borders 

with Canada, Mexico. Flanked by Atlantic and Pacific ocean on east and 

west coasts respectively. Has a diverse range of  physiography and 

climate. 

Status: Developed 

Population: 300 Million 

 Per capita income $46,860 
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Water resources:  Has close to 30 major rivers which are over 600 miles long. It shares the Great Lakes 

with Canada. The country also has abundant ground water resources and aquifers which serve the ever 

increasing population and industrial demand. About 90% of public water systems are fed by ground 

water. (Public water supply served 258 million people in 2005) 

Water Availability (LPCD-liters per capita per day):  371 lpcd. Americans have the highest per capita 

water consumption in the world.  The standard of living in its cities is much higher than other parts of 

the world. Swimming pools, lawns and recreation consumes a significant amount of water too. 

Water Sector Overview 
Policy Landscape 

The course of policy development in USA has been about progressive learning and immediate 

application of that learning to improve resource management. For instance: the Federal Water Pollution 

Control Act of 1948 which incorporated measures against pollution control of its rivers which was 

causing serious health hazards 

Comprehensive federal regulations for water supply and sanitation were introduced in the 1970s, in 

reaction to an increase in environmental concerns. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was 

created in 1970. In 1972 Clean Water Act was passed which required industries to curb their waste from 

contaminating fresh water resources. Going further this Safe Drinking Water Act was adopted in 1974 to 

regulate public water systems. The number of contaminants to be monitored were specified and from 

there on closely monitored by federal, state, and municipal governments for safety and compliance with 

existing regulations. 

 

An amendment to the Clean Water Act was made in 1977 which required communities to explore 

alternative systems to the conventional centralized sewer system and financial assistance was made 

available. Similarly there are numerous amendments and specific policies that the EPA brings in effect 

from time to time.  For rest of the world this has been a hallmark of US water governance and is seen as 

progressive. 

A brief trend in water policies as stated by Michael Campana , President, AWRA.  
 
Water policy in the US has its basis in the dissimilar riparian and prior use doctrines 
buttressed by more recent laws andcompacts 
• Laws prior to 1960 dealt almost exclusively with water resources development 
• Laws since 1960 deal almost exclusively with water resources protection 
• Result: a fragmented, often conflicting, adhoc policy 

Water Resources Administration 

EPA is the apex agency which is in charge of conservation, planning, management and ensuring quality 

of water resources of the country.  The EPA is aided by several other agencies at the federal and state 

levels. There are 25 Federal Agencies, 36 Congressional Committees/Subcommittees and 50 State level 

Divisions which together are responsible for administration of water resources. 
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Water Stats 

Domestic: 13% 

Industry: 46% 

Agriculture: 41% 

 

Water Crisis 

1. Water Stress Nature 
EPA estimates that at least 36 states are anticipating local, regional, or statewide water shortages by 

2013, even under non-drought conditions. As in other developed economies here too domestic , 

industrial and agricultural water demands are competing for water.  

Every state in the US is affected by contaminated water. More than 62 percent of industrial and 

municipal facilities across the country discharged more pollution into U.S. waterways than their Clean 

Water Act permits allowed between July 2003 and December 2004 (source: Troubled Waters: An 

analysis of Clean Water Act compliance," released by by the U.S. Public Interest Research Group) 

 

Drinking water quality served to the US homes is seen as the best quality provided by servie utility 

anywhere in the world. A recent data suggests that 49 out of 50 states now have varying levels of 

contamination in their systems ( source: http://www.mnn.com/earth-matters/translating-uncle-

sam/stories/how-polluted-is-us-drinking-water) 

2. Nature of Scarcity  
 

Scarcity in US is of physical availability of water as well as issues of non-availability of water in its urban 

centers which is a consequence of mismanagement. In addition to this researchers believe that Climate 

change is visibly affecting the snowfall, rainfall and as a result surface water resources in the country. 

3. How is the water crisis manifesting on the ground? 
Health: A 1998 study published in the International Journal of Epidemiology blamed water pollution for 

one-third of all reported gastroenteritis cases and two-thirds of all ear infections. 

Water Quality: since 2004, the water provided to more than 49 million people has contained illegal 

concentrations of chemicals like arsenic or radioactive substances like uranium, as well as dangerous 

bacteria often found in sewage 

http://www.mnn.com/earth-matters/translating-uncle-sam/stories/how-polluted-is-us-drinking-water
http://www.mnn.com/earth-matters/translating-uncle-sam/stories/how-polluted-is-us-drinking-water
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Drying rivers: About 70 percent of the water that flows into the lower Mississippi comes from the Ohio 

River valley, which gathers water from eight states. The area has gotten enough rainfall recently to 

remove the drought designation, but much of it has either traveled the wrong way into the Great Lakes 

or is greatly reduced on its way south. 

This KMZ file (http://www.circleofblue.org/google_earth/circle_of_blue.kmz) can be viewed in google 

earth shows the water withdrawal rates across the USA. Highly recommended as this offers a peak into 

the growing scale of the problem.  

4. What is at the root of the problem? 
a) Aging Infrastructure: The water supply systems across several cities ( NY included ) are very old 

and have grown in complexity over the years. Some of these systems were built around the time 

of the Civil War.  

b) Cost of Water Supply: This vital infrastructure has been ignored by politicians and residents 

accustomed to paying almost nothing for water delivery and sewage removal. And so each year, 

hundreds of thousands of ruptures damage streets and homes and cause dangerous pollutants 

to seep into drinking water supplies.  

c) Industrial and agricultural demand : Water demand from these two sectors is a significant 

portion of water consumption of a country. The water use in manufacturing processes in 

Industry and crop  

d) Household water use: The typical practices around water in American homes consumes a 

greater quantity of water than what it would take elsewhere in the world. For instance: flush 

toilets, brushing teeth with the tap on ,bathtubs, washing cars with hose, swimming pools and 

lawns ( even in deserts) . Considering that an average house has most of these the water 

consumption of a single household can reach a whopping 1500 liters. 

e) Policies: The current debate in water sector is about a necessity of a National Water Policy in 

the US, which can potentially address the policy gaps that exist in the current practice. Water 

sharing and water tariffs are an area which needs attention and if addressed could control the 

soaring water demand across all the sectors. 

5. How serious is the problem? 

In 2007, The snowpack in Sierra Nevada had hit the lowest level in the last 20 years. This is the source of 

water for most of northern California.  The Lawrence Berkeley National Lab estimates that 30 to 70% of 

the snowpack will disappear in the second half of this century. The intensity of the problem is equally 

high in the SouthWest the snowmelt from Rocky Mountains feeds the Colorado river, About 30 Million 

people depend on this water. There could be chaos in the 7 states (Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, New 

Mexico, Arizona, Nevada and California) if the river levels fall dangerously low.  

These are only some scenarios which experts predict by projection of the current situation. Water is too 

important requirement for America’s economic growth and literal survival of its people. 

http://www.circleofblue.org/google_earth/circle_of_blue.kmz
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6. What is the political landscape surrounding the crisis? 
Is water used as a political pawn, has any recent legislation been passed that would help or 

hinder the situation, what policy changes would improve the situation? 

Addressing the current situation requires a large capital investment and sustained efforts in  addition to 

political will. To improve efficiency of public water supply system, new infrastructure needs to be built 

which is an expensive proposition. The support for capital intensive projects and that too in a sector like 

water is difficult to gain for any political party. Similarly another contentious issues is tariffs which is 

again extremely political. In these issues political landscape tends to be unclear and at times 

opportunistic. 

In principle many political parties would support moves for water conservation and wider national water 

policy, but when it involves their constituencies and initiatives which require budgetary decisions 

discussions and debate go on. 

7. What is the cultural context of water? 
What role does water play in everyday lives, is there awareness of a water crisis, is there 

awareness of a water crisis globally? 

Americans tend to have high civic and social awareness. The general public has some idea and an 

opinion (irrespective of whether their understanding is right or wrong) on most of the global issues. A 

peculiar problem here is translation of awareness into action in their personal lives. This weakness of 

American society is responsible for unsustainable use of water. 

People have since long enjoyed the rich beauty and natural environment of the country. Recreation, 

adventure and sports around water and involving water are extensively practiced. This has led to a high 

degree of environmental consciousness in the people.  

8. In terms of solutions, are resources and expertise coming from 

within the country or from the outside? 
US is a technology and thought leader in natural resource management. Its universalities and 

research labs are some of the best in the world. To address the current water crisis, innovation 

in management and governance is required.  With a long tradition of practice of public policy,  

US is well positioned to address this. Most of these requirements can be addressed by 

institutions within the country. 

9. Campaigns and Instances 
 

 WaterSense is a U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) program designed to encourage 

water efficiency in the United States through the use of a special label on consumer products. It 

was launched in June 2006. 

 The USGS WaterAlert service sends e-mail or text (SMS) messages when certain parameters, as 

measured by a USGS real-time data-collection station, exceed user-definable thresholds which 
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may vary at each gauge. For example users can input their favorite water gauge, and receive 

updates on water level, streamflow, water temperature or salinity. 

 The USGS WaterWatch website displays maps, graphs and tables describing real -time, recent 

and past stream flow conditions for the United States, with real-time data updated on an hourly 

basis. 

10. Source of Information: 
 Real-time monitoring of water resources: http://waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis/rt 

 http://freedrinkingwater.com/water_quality/quality1/1-americas-ten-most-polluted-rivers.htm 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/08/business/energy-environment/08water.html 
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