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Reconnect with your environment
Learn about environmental issues, their effect on your community and actions for your involvement.

NASA

Australia has adopted one of the boldest water pacts to restore flows to
the overtapped Murray-Darling River Basin.

Australians work together
on plan to conserve water
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Generating electricity requires that enormous amounts of water be withdrawn from nearby water bodies. Some water is returned to the source
but significant amounts are lost through evaporation and are no longer available locally. For example, one 600-megawatt coal-fired power plant
loses more than 2 billion gallons of water annually. Power plants also cause thermal pollution, release arsenic, mercury, lead and other toxins,
Many people worked collab- and mountaintop-removal used to mine coal buries headwater streams.

By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Australia is taking bold steps
that few in the world have had
the courage to do. They will start
making long-needed deposits to
their dwindling water supplies
and adhere to a water budget
that conserves water. It may be
Australia’s decade of drought on
top of years of excessive water
diversions that got the country to
take action. But Australia’s historicplan,signedintolawonNov.
22, is a model other countries or
regions should consider before
suffering the same deficits.
The plan aims to return 3,200
billion liters of water to restore
flowstothesufferingMurray-Darling River Basin. That is about 13
percent of the river’s average annual flow. The river system spans
14percentofAustralia’sterritory,
supports 39 percent of its agricultural production and harbors
30,000 unique wetlands — 16 of
them internationally recognized.
Past excessive river diversions
and many years of drought have
also decimated fish and wildlife
populations,includingtheprized
Murray cod.

oratively on the plan, including
people living in the basin, industry, environment and indigenous
groups, scientists, and most recently, basin officials and ministers. They reached consensus on
some very complex and conflicting issues.
Justimagineiftheyhadcollaborated and passed a sustainable
plan 40 years ago. They could
have avoided the disastrous
consequences they must resolve
today.
Waiting until the well is almost
dry is not the best time to plan.
Shouldn’twecreateasustainable
plan today that tracks and budgetswatertoprotecttheinterconnectednetworkofrivers,streams,
groundwater, floodplains and
wetlands and the ecosystem services they provide to the Great
Lakes watershed?
Learn more at www.mdba.gov.
au/basin-plan

ANNA MCCARTNEY,a
communications and education
specialist for Pennsylvania Sea
Grant, can be reached by e-mail at
axm40@psu.edu.

New website keeps you
updated on PA Sea Grant
By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Readers can like PA Sea Grant
and the Tuesday NIE pages each
week at www.facebook.com/
PennsylvaniaSeaGrant.
The
Facebook page is a great way to
follow PA Sea Grant’s news and
events and stay up-to-date on
aquatic research in Pennsylvania and the Great Lakes.
The new and improved PA Sea
Grant website, www.paseagrant.
org, is also up and running! The
newly designed site gives researchers, students, teachers
and the public an easy way to
link to information-packed topics, programs and education that
relate to water quality, land use,
maps, and more.

Check out our current projects:
▀ Meet the PA Sea Grant staff.
▀ Learn about funding opportunities.
▀ Find current maps and research.
▀ Access PA Sea Grant/Erie
Times-News in Education pages
and curriculum.
▀ View information videos and
webinars.
▀ Learn about K-12 education
programs, curriculum, internships, practicums, and community outreach.

ANNA MCCARTNEY,a
communications and education
specialist for Pennsylvania Sea
Grant, can be reached by e-mail at
axm40@psu.edu.

Overdraft alert

Why world’s water supply is like your bank account
By ANNA MCCARTNEY
Contributing writer
Think of withdrawing water
from its source like withdrawing
money from a bank account.
What happens if you only take
money out and never make depositsor your deposits don’t keep
up with your withdrawals?
Oncepeoplestartremovingwater, the natural cyclical ebb and
flow of water that has remained
relatively constant for millions
of years disappears. And lacking
an accurate bookkeeping system
or bank statements to alert users about how much can be removed, depletion occurs before
the accounts can be restored.
Furthermore, because this is a
shared account with millions of
other people, failing to use this
finite resource sustainably will
result in ecosystem bankruptcy
that makes life impossible.
There are many examples of
overdrawn water budgets and
ecological disasters in regions
that once had sufficient and even
plentiful water.
Many people know the gloomy
tale of the Aral Sea, once the
world’s fourth-largest inland
freshwater lake. In just a few decades, water diversions caused a
90 percent water loss along with
the sea’s once-thriving fishery
that provided jobs and supplied
the Soviet Union with a sixth of
its fish catch.
Saudi Arabia has almost depleted its only source of freshwater, a vast aquifer beneath the
desert. Water-cooled cowsheds
and huge circles of green made
possible by overpumping this finite resource dot the arid region
like a mirage. But the cows and
crops in the desert will soon disappear because there is no hope
this aquifer can be replenished
— not much rain falls in the desert. What’s Saudia Arabia’s solution? Buy foreign land that has
access to plentiful water.
More water is also being
pumped out one of the world’s
greatest underground reserves,
the Ogallala aquifer in the U.S.
High Plains region, than is returned naturally through rainfall
and snow melt. Since the 1950s,
the output of water has been cut
in half and many wells are going
dry. A quarter of this aquifer,
which has provided water for
food production and other consumptive uses, is gone in Texas,
Kansas and Oklahoma and the
water table has fallen by more
than 100 feet over wide areas.
This insatiable demand for
water is growing exponentially
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Unconventional shale gas production adds new competition for limited water. In addition to using far more
water than conventional gas wells (4 million gallons vs. the 100,000 gallons for each fracked well) this
water is completely removed from the water cycle and can’t be used again.

USGS

Groundwater depletion in the U.S. Ogallala aquifer is caused by the large amounts of water withdrawn for
irrigation to grow crops and for other consumptive uses. While some of the water returns to the local water
cycle, it’s not enough to replenish the water lost.

ANNA McCARTNEY

Using less energy and renewable sources like wind and solar power is the surest way to reduce water
withdrawals. Unlike fossil fuels and biofuels, they require minimal or no water to produce energy.
with the planet’s swelling population, yet we are attempting to
draw more water from the same
well. Bold collaborative plans
that include strict water budgets
that do not compromise ecosys-
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Check out these websites
to learn more:
www.waterfootprint.org
http://water.usgs.gov/watuse/
http://environment.
nationalgeographic.com/freshwater
www.paseagrant.org

tem services or future generations are the only way to maintain a positive balance.
Like the NIE pages on Facebook at www.facebook.com/Penn
sylvaniaSeaGrant.

ANNA MCCARTNEY,a
communications and
education specialist for
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can be reached by e-mail at
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As energy demands grow so does the need to withdraw more water
from streams, rivers, lakes and groundwater. Preserving and protecting
our limited water from depletion and pollution will require you to be
informed about your use of energy for everyday activities and products.
Collect news articles and ads that
demonstrate our ever-increasing need for
energy. Can you think of ways that
people could cut down on energy use
to save water? Share your ideas about
saving energy and water with readers.
Send them to axm40@psu.edu for
possible publication in the “your space”
feature.

