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Chapter 16

Not a Drop to Drink?

Their local creek was so polluted that it was uninhabitable for fish
and amphibians. It was a dumping ground for used tires, rusted car
parts, and litter. The Grade 6 students at the elementary school near
the river in Windsor, Ontario, wanted to do something about it.

They appealed to the Canadian Wildlife Federation for funding
and, armed with rubber gloves and garbage bags, helped the commu-
nity remove tonnes of debris from the river. Fish and wildlife now
thrive in the river basin where students and volunteers have planted
trees, erected bird shelters, and built bridges and walkways. The
children have restored the river to a place that the local wildlife and
community can enjoy.1 Their success is testimony to the power of in-
dividuals working together to protect the environment.

A Flood of Crises

Some of our children’s educational materials encourage positive ac-
tion like the children’s stream cleanup project. For example, Rang-
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er Rick’s NatureScope suggests that children contact the Adopt-A-
Stream Foundation2 to find out how they can restore a polluted
waterway.

All too often, however, our children’s texts treat water pollution
as crises, not as a manageable problems. They fail to teach why we
have water pollution.

First “Crisis”: We Are Running Out of Water
Many textbooks observe that while three-fourths of the earth is cov-
ered with water, most of this water can’t be used because 97 percent
is salt water in the oceans and seas. Of the three percent that is fresh
water, 2 percent is locked in the polar ice caps. This leaves only 1 per-
cent available for use by plants, animals, and man.3 Although most
textbooks state the fact that Canada has an abundance of fresh wa-
ter, the impression is that there is not enough on the planet for world
use, and that Canada needs to manage its water supply as carefully
as some of the more drought-plagued countries.

♦ After condemning the wasteful western lifestyle, one text warns:
“Some scientists say that, within a few years, we will no longer
be able to find all the fresh water we need. Perhaps it would be
more accurate to say the fresh water we want.”4

♦ The geography text Towards Tomorrow: Canada in a Changing
World suggests that “there is evidence that Canadians are about
to enter a period of water scarcity.”5 In fact, however, Canada
currently consumes only about 1.5% of its total available renew-
able freshwater resources.6

♦ “Since the earth has so little fresh water, care must be taken not
to use large amounts needlessly.” The text goes on to say: “Glo-
bal studies show that humans are now removing fresh water
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from the land faster than the water cycle can replace it. In North
America we use about twice as much water as the water cycle re-
turns . . . sooner or later a limit will be reached.”7

Second “Crisis”: Our Drinking Water is Contaminated by Chemicals

♦ “Groundwater is also vulnerable to pollution,” writes the science
curriculum supplement Science Is . . . “Just dumping common,
everyday things on the ground can pollute groundwater because
the Earth is like a sponge that soaks everything in. A couple of
litres of paint, motor oil, or gasoline can seep into the Earth and
pollute hundreds of thousands of litres of groundwater. Pesti-
cides and fertilizers can seep into the ground and affect ground-
water. Toxic chemicals from dump sites and even the salt used
on slippery winter roads can affect groundwater supplies.”8

♦ The text Focus on Science knows exactly where to lay the blame:
“Unfortunately, man has abused his once-abundant supply of
clean water. He has dumped fertilizers, road salt, untreated mu-
nicipal sewage, and industrial wastes into the lakes and rivers,
sometimes by accident, but often out of convenience.”9

♦ “Although Canada has an abundance of fresh water, the quali-
ty of this water has been threatened by human activities . . .
Toxic (poisonous) chemicals are found throughout Canada’s
river basins,” writes the text Canada: Exploring New Direc-
tions.10 “Nowhere are they more prevalent than in the Great
Lakes basin, where over 800 different chemical compounds
have been discovered in the water! Many of these have found
their way into water as a result of years of neglect and igno-
rance. Only recently have these invisible and odourless poisons
been detected. As monitoring equipment improves, more and
more are found each year.”
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Third “Crisis”: Oil Spills

♦ “Oil spills are also a serious threat to the environment, particu-
larly the oceans” writes Earth Science. “Ocean currents can
move an oil spill some distance away from the point of the spill.
Oil spills can be washed ashore, fouling beaches and marshes.” 11

♦ “Up to 6 million tonnes of oil are dumped into the world’s oceans
every year. Oil seeps out of boats that use it as fuel or carry it
from port to port, and it flows into the sea from factories on the
shore.” The children’s book Earthcycles and Ecosystems contin-
ues: “A large oil slick can cover many square kilometres (miles)
of ocean, and it can last for up to ten years.”12

An Empty Faucet?

For most Canadians, water is cheap and abundant. In fact Canadi-
ans have the cheapest water rates of any industrialized country in
the world.13 But occasionally after a series of dry years, some towns
and cities impose regulations limiting the use of water—banning car
washing and limiting the hours for watering lawns.

Such restrictions reinforce the impression that we are running
out of water. In fact, they usually stem from governmental decisions
that set the price of water too low.

The amount of water in the Earth’s ecosystem is always the
same; it is constantly being recycled through evaporation and precip-
itation. The Earth “has more than enough water to meet human de-
mands,” says Terry L. Anderson of Montana State University. The
problem, he explains, is that “water is often found in the wrong place
at the wrong time.”14

Frequently, water is in the “wrong place” because it is cheaper
than it should be, and this causes people to overuse it. Our children’s
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texts urge water conservation but they don’t explain that low prices
discourage conservation. Realistic pricing would change this situa-
tion. When water does become more expensive, people usually re-
spond by using less of it. Industries can produce the same products
with vastly different amounts of water.

♦ Some electric utilities use 170 gallons (765 litres) to produce one
kilowatt-hour of electricity.

♦ But it’s possible to produce the same amount of electricity with
less than two gallons (nine litres)!15

Similarly, farming can use a great deal of water or just a little. High-
er prices would encourage farmers to conserve and perhaps to change
the crops they grow. They could decrease their production of alfalfa
and increase production of safflower or canola, for example.16 Wiser
policies could make more water available for everyone, rather than
having water restrictions year after year.

A Government Failure?

The government provides water and sewage treatment throughout
most of Canada. While this gives Canadians with the cheapest water
in the industrialized world, it does not provide the best sewage treat-
ment. The state of Washington frequently complains about Victoria’s
habit of flushing poorly treated wastes directly into the ocean. Many
other Canadian cities share the practice.

Indeed, throughout the world, governments are often reluctant
to invest the capital required to improve sewage-treatment plants. In
the 1980s, it was estimated that bringing the British sewage system
up to European code would cost $54 billion. This would have hiked
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taxes, and almost guaranteed an election loss to whoever put such a
policy in motion. So Britain chose to privatize water supply and sew-
age in 1989. This move led to higher water rates for some, but it has
also led to the clean-up of many beaches and waterways.

The idea of privatizing water and sewage was discussed in Que-
bec as early as 1993, and Ontario is slowly experimenting with the
policy. Private water bills would indeed rise, but taxes would likely
go down (or the deficit would be reduced), and the environment
would become cleaner. It could be a welcome trade-off.17

Ticking Time Bombs?

Landfills containing chemicals are pictured as ticking time bombs that
will eventually pollute groundwater and surface water by seeping out.

♦ “There are over 1000 man-made chemicals which find their way
into our rivers and lakes. They are pumped from factories and
leak from dumps,” says the text Canada: A Growing Concern.
“The entire neighbourhood of Love Falls, New York was aban-
doned when it was discovered that chemicals were leaking from
a nearby dump and were causing cancer and birth defects.” (In
fact, while chemical wastes can poison water supplies, long-term
hazards from the most famous waste sites, including Love Canal
in New York State, have not been scientifically confirmed by ep-
idemiological studies.)

♦ “In many parts of the United States, wells have been shut down
and people are using bottled water,” says the Merrill text Biolo-
gy: Living Systems.18 (The text does not report where in the Unit-
ed States this is occurring or whether it is for a very short time
or a long period.)
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Chemical wastes can pollute our water. But our children need to be
taught that pollution problems are more complex than simply “bad
guys” dumping chemicals.

Some texts attempt to spread the blame. “We all contribute to
polluting Earth’s waters,” says one, citing the pollution caused by
flushing toilets, washing hands, brushing teeth, and watering
lawns.19 The downside of this approach is that it instills guilt in chil-
dren for everyday activities.

A better way to look at water pollution is to recognize why it oc-
curs. Streams, rivers, and groundwater are essentially a common
pool. Just as people tend to litter in public spaces, people allow waste
to enter a commonly owned waterway.

If water weren’t entirely a common pool, the picture would be
different. In England and Scotland, it is possible to own rights to fish
in streams and rivers. If fish are killed by pollution, fishermen can
sue the polluter in court. In fact, the Anglers Conservation Associa-
tion in England has obtained damages or injunctions for its members
in hundreds of cases.20 Ranchers in western Canada who have pri-
vate trout streams flowing entirely within their property are careful
to prevent pollution. However, private protection of other streams is
rare, since fishing rights are not owned in Canada.

Over the years, it appears that there has been improvement in
the cleanliness of our waterways. In 1990, an expert from Resources
for the Future reviewed most of the available studies of water qual-
ity. He concluded that there had been “some improvement,” al-
though it “has not been dramatic.” However, he noted “local success
stories of substantial cleanup.”21 (Another review noted significant
reductions in chemicals such as DDT and PCBs in the Great Lakes
since 1970.22)

It is hard to know how much has been accomplished since there
was little information about water quality conditions when the act
was passed, and thus no basis upon which to judge later progress.23

Either way, textbooks are quick to demand more laws. One says:
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“In the past governments have been slow to spend the large
amounts of money needed to clean up the polluted waters. They
have also been reluctant to pass and enforce tough anti-pollution
laws to stop polluters.”24

Nearly everyone agrees that most “point sources”—identifiable
places where pollution enters a stream or river—have been con-
trolled. But water that runs off fields, homes, buildings, parks, and
farms, picking up natural and synthetic substances, still pollutes
streams and rivers. This “non-point” source pollution is much harder
to control.

Slicks and Spills

Oil spills can cause immediate—and very serious—harm to the envi-
ronment, especially to fish, birds, and animals like otters that live
near the ocean. But our children’s books don’t tell the full story of
these spills.

Texts like Earth Science imply that the beaches may never be
clean again.25 This is not, in fact accurate. Canada’s largest oil spill
occurred in 1970 when the Liberian tanker Arrow struck a rock in
Chedabucto Bay, Nova Scotia. After a $3.9 million dollar operation
to clean up the 16,000 tonnes of bunker oil, the local ecology was
found to be in good shape. The lobstering season opened on schedule,
and the herring catch was up.26

A 1990 U.S. government study of six highly publicized oil spills
around the world also concluded that water and beaches recover fair-
ly quickly after even big spills.27 The Congressional Research Service
(an arm of Congress) found, for example, the following:

♦ When the Argo Merchant, an oil tanker, was grounded off the
shore of Massachusetts in 1976, the EPA administrator at the
time called it “the biggest oil spill disaster on the American coast
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in our history.”28 In fact, however, pollution damage was small.
The Congressional Research Service (CRS) reported a “general
scientific consensus that classifying the incident as an ecological
catastrophe had no factual basis.”29

♦ In 1979 an oil well in the Bay of Campeche, Mexico, exploded. Oil
and gas spewed from the pipe and the platform burned up. This
turned out to be the largest oil spill in the history of offshore
drilling or tanker transportation. Yet by the end of 1980, said the
CRS, the only oil left was “scattered patches of tar mats along
the Texas barrier island beaches,”30 and some of these may have
been natural oil seeps.

♦ In sum, the environmental impact of the spills studied was “rel-
atively modest and . . . of relatively short duration,”31 said the
CRS. It also found that “short-term impacts on marine animal
life are dramatic but recovery of species populations in almost
every case studied has been swift.”32

In addition to perpetuating exaggerated fears, the books are mis-
guided about policy. After discussing the Exxon Valdez spill in Prince
William Sound, Alaska, in 1989, the kids’ book Earthcycles and Eco-
systems asks: “How else can you use less oil? A great deal of oil in
North America is used by industry, to power factories, to heat build-
ings and to make products such as plastics. You can’t do much on
your own to reduce oil used in these ways. But you can make your
concerns known to government.”33

The implication of this line of argument is that laws against off-
shore drilling will avoid oil spills. In fact, they will do the opposite—
they will encourage them. The Exxon Valdez was carrying oil that
had been drilled in Alaska. Bans on off-shore drilling encourage more
on-shore drilling. That means more shipping of oil in ocean vessels to
reach refineries.
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Talking to Your Children

Experts think that water quality is improving in Canada and the
United States. It is, however, difficult to be sure. Although raw data
on Canadian water quality exist in a federal database, the informa-
tion is not in a format that can be used to evaluate water quality on
a national level.

We do know of specific examples of major improvements in water
quality. Sometimes, as related at the beginning of this chapter, peo-
ple have joined together to clean up a body of water so that people can
swim and fish in. As for water availability, we know that there is
enough water for everyone.

Now you can answer your children’s questions.

♦ Are we running out of water?

No. The amount of water on the Earth stays the same, and Can-
ada consumes only about 1.5 percent of its available fresh wa-
ter.34 However, some places do not have enough water for people
to live comfortably during droughts. This is usually because gov-
ernments provide water at less than its cost, leading people use
large amounts of water, often wastefully. In the western United
States, for example, higher water prices might cause farmers to
shift from alfalfa, rice, or cotton, to crops that use less water.
Then, more water would be available for other uses. 

♦ Is our water getting more polluted?

Probably not. It appears that many lakes and streams have bet-
ter water quality than they used to. Laws require industry and
sewage plants to clean their water before sending it to streams
or rivers. But the laws do not really address the water that flows
over streets and fields, picking up pollutants. Primarily because
of this pollution, some bodies of water remain seriously polluted.
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Activities for Parents and Children

The following activities will help your children think realistically
about water supplies and water pollution.

Reading a Utility Bill
Ask your children to look at the two sample utility bills below, which
charge residents for water, sewage, and trash pick-up.

Ask them to compute the price per gallon of water from the in-
formation on these two water bills. They will quickly notice that Bill
#2 lumps water together with other services and doesn’t charge on
the basis of the amount of water you use. (That bill does charge for
trash volume, however, as we will discuss in chapter 19.)

Discuss with your children how these two billing procedures can
influence how a person or family will use water. Which is more likely
to encourage conservation? (The first bill, because you can reduce

Utility Bill #1 Utility Bill #2

Reading Date 1/22/99 Reading 
465462

3/31/99 4/30/99

Water Rate/ 
625 Gal.

Sewer Rate/ 
625 Gal.

Consumption Trash Rate/
Can

Number of 
Cans

Trash 
Charge

$0.011 $0.008 1912 $1.50 6 $9.00

Charges Charges

Water $21.38 Water $15.00

Sewer $15.30 Sewer $10.00

Trash $15.00 Trash $9.00

Date Due 
3/15/99

Amount Due $51.68 Date Due
5/30/99

Amount Due $34.00
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your water bill by using less.) Which leads to more usage? (The sec-
ond, because usage doesn’t affect the amount you are charged.)

 Now compare your own water bill to the two above. Would the
family save money if everyone in your family conserved on water?

On a Shopping Trip
Ask the manager of a plumbing supply store to show your children
the many products that homeowners can purchase to purify their tap
water. The manager could also show the children water softening
equipment and explain what it is used for. At home, discuss these
products that help people get cleaner or better water.

At the grocery store, show them the kinds of bottled water for
sale. Have them note a typical price per gallon. Back home, ask your
children to compare the price of bottled water to the price of tap wa-
ter, using your water bill (if it supplies these figures). They will prob-
ably find that the price is much higher at the store.

Ask your children why people are willing to pay more for bottled
water. For one thing, the higher price is for drinking water or special-
ized water such as distilled water, while the water from the faucet
has many uses. In addition, some people want a certain kind of taste
in their water and they are willing to pay for it.

The point of these discussions is to show that people can take ac-
tion on their own to ensure that their drinking water is to their liking.

Rivers and Streams
When you are in the country, stop at a river or stream. Point out that
in most places in the country, no one “owns” the water in the stream,
unless it is a small stream on private property. Fishermen can fish in
the stream but they do not “own” the right to fish in clean water. If
someone pollutes the stream, users of the water have little recourse.

In contrast, if someone dumped trash in your backyard, you
could sue that person for polluting your property (so people rarely do



228 Facts, Not Fear

such a thing). Similarly, if people owned a stream, they could sue pol-
luters to protect their property.

This process works in England, where the right to fish is some-
thing that a person can own. Do you know of any private fishing
lakes or ponds? A visit to them might help explain why public
streams and lakes are often dirty.
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