Water Supply:

Persistent Myths and Recurring Issues
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Perhaps because every human being requires water each day to sustain life, the
words need, require, demand, and use have been more confused in dealing with water
than with other resources. The same confusion prevails in many discussions of minerals
or energy resources, but the rhetoric and confusion surrounding the provision of water
appears particularly striking. Many scientists have dealt with these words and the ideas,
facts, and fancies that lie behind them. We will attempt a brief exploration of some
facts of water supply: recurring issues of national, local, and industrial supplies and
persistent myths of shortages and absolute values. While the view is historic, history is
tied to the present and to some prospects for the future. Favourite themes relating to
the provision of water supply, including problems of value and processes of planning
and decision making, are essential parts of such a review and analysis.

The myth of a national water shortage, however, is unlikely to disappear from the
public press or from the speeches of politicians. Projections are not self-fulfilling
predictions. The nation is not homogeneous in terms of either human activity or
hydrology. Areas of surplus water remain, as activities are concentrated either in
regions of high rainfall or where uses are low.

To the extent that the problem of water supply is national, variety rather than
uniformity should characterize the solution. Regional, metropolitan,‘ and drainage
basin integrated management efforts will clearly increase. The perennial search for a
national water policy must focus on the processes of decision making and on the variety

of solutions to specific problems rather than upon a grand design.
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