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Twenty-first-century problems require twen-
ty-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 ex-
perts in the fields of climate science, environmen-
tal justice, geography, and law, several of whom
work at the Pacific Institute, a nonprofit with a re-
search focus on sustainability, environment, and
social equity. A look at the institute’s website
quickly reveals the primacy of water-related is-
sues in the group’s mission.

Taken as a whole, the book makes a case for a
“soft path” to meet America’s water needs. The
concept becomes murky and confusing at times,
but the “soft path” is meant to refer to a new way
of managing water resources that differs from the
large, centralized infrastructures and traditional
technologies that currently define water provision
in the United States--what the authors refer to as
the “hard path.” As they argue in the introduction,
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 traditional models of use simply will not
work in the near future. Although the nation is
well endowed with water, the “stocks” and
“flows” of that water vary greatly according to re-
gion, and they are increasingly running up
against what Gleick dubs “peak water con-
straints.” These constraints include prolonged
drought and depleted aquifers, as well as the po-
tential “loss of ecological services greater than the
value provided by using that water,” what Gleick
calls “peak ecological water” (p. 10). The kind of
constraints he outlines are very different from
typical notions of water scarcity as a function of
increased demand based on rising population. In
reality, Gleick says, increased population has not
generated more absolute demand, thanks to
greater technological efficiency, regulatory disin-
centives to water use, and America’s transition to-
ward a service-based rather than production-
based economy. It seems that the decimation of



American manufacturing is good for conserving
water. Gleick’s main point is that if absolute de-
mand is not the problem, then more dams, reser-
voirs, 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 pos-
sible solutions to US water policy and manage-
ment.

Juliet Christian-Smith and Lucy Allen likewise
highlight several problematic issues while leaving
prescriptive solutions to be handled in later chap-
ters. Christian-Smith and Allen focus their atten-
tion on the patchwork of federal statutes, judicial
decisions, and administrative agencies that cur-
rently manage the nation’s water resources. Their
account of numerous federal laws, administrative
units, and thirty or so funding agencies related to
water clearly establishes the fractured incoher-
ence of US water policy. Added to this incoher-
ence, they point out that the federal role is also
rather limited when it comes to water manage-
ment. Water access and distribution is primarily
the jurisdiction of state and local governments.
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 appropriation (the first to utilize a water
source has primary rights to that water over other
users). That legal structure works as a disincen-
tive for appropriators to practice water conserva-
tion. Citing more comprehensive water policies
adopted in recent decades by South Africa, Aus-
tralia, the European Union (EU), and Russia, the
authors call for a similarly more unified water
policy in the United States. Here they may over-
state their case, though, as the EU water policy is
so vaguely written that its interpretation and ap-
plication across the member nations is wildly in-
consistent and certainly not unified.

These first two chapters lay the foundation
upon which the rest of the book is built. Many of
the subsequent chapters go on to address specific
water-related problems that occur with the mate-
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rial and legal context put forth in the essays by
Gleick, Christian-Smith, and Allen. Some chapters
are far more compelling than others. Amy Van-
derwarker’s assessment of “Water and Environ-
mental Justice,” for example, ties in nicely with
Gleick’s point about the inadequacy of looking
only at the amount of water available. When com-
munities in poverty, which are also often commu-
nities of color, face disproportional exposure to
polluted water sources and less access to basic
water infrastructures, availability becomes a
somewhat meaningless metric.

There is not a whole lot in the prescriptive so-
lutions offered in the individual chapters or in the
conclusion that is new to anyone remotely famil-
iar with water issues in the United States. Most of
the strategies the authors advocate fall under the
category of more holistic planning and execution.
Making environmental justice more central to wa-
ter resource planning, developing a more coher-
ent set of laws, streamlining administrative agen-
cies, increasing the attention and funding for wa-
ter resource study, integrating surface and drink-
ing water regulations, and taking the effects of
global climate change into consideration as part
of the decision-making process for resource man-
agement are all good steps, even if they are fairly
simple and somewhat obvious. More troubling,
some of the authors’ solutions are not that differ-
ent 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 (drink-
ing versus bathing, waste disposal, etc.) is some-
thing the bottled water industry advocated back
in the late 1970s. They lobbied, unsuccessfully, to
convince 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 governments 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 pro-
vision of drinking water to the bottled water in-



dustry. Bottlers would also likely applaud these
authors’ call for the decentralization of water re-
source management (a logically inconsistent strat-
egy given the authors’ advocacy for a greater fed-
eral role in water policy). After all, local pricing
jurisdiction has allowed corporations like Nestlé
to prey upon cash-strapped towns, promising jobs
for access 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 ad-
vocating decentralization of water management
and allocation, there are other problematic over-
sights in the book. While noting that agriculture
places the greatest demand on our water re-
sources, the authors never consider related poli-
cies or consumer behaviors that incentivize over-
production of certain crops. For instance, how
much of US agricultural output is directed to ani-
mal 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 di-
rect consumption, but rather to be broken down
into derivatives used in everything from soft
drink syrups to drywall? Addressing these issues
as matters of policy, though, would require funda-
mental questions about a political economy that
subjects all resources to a market rationale.

Therein lies the greatest fault with this book.
The “soft path” described here lacks any forceful
assertion that policy should perhaps reflect a
commitment to holding water access as a funda-
mental human right (it is mentioned in passing in
one of the chapters, but the sentiment does not in-
form the solutions presented in that chapter in
any meaningful way). Instead, the authors con-
cede the terms of water policy to the ubiquitous
rationales of efficiency and markets. Such an ap-
proach to water resource management is more
than soft, it is impotent.

Note
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[1]. Donald L. Porth, “Consumer Perception
and Choice of Drinking Water Quality: Excerpt
from the National Conference on Drinking Water
Policy Problems,” Bottled Water Reporter 18, no. 2
(April 1978): 12; and International Bottled Water
Association, “Dual Water Systems,” Bottled Water
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