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The Battle to Protect Our Water

The price of water and electricity is going up!
When they hear this news, consumers worry that their wallets will get thinner, sociologists worry that disadvantaged families will be forced to burn candles, economists worry about inflation—only environmentalists feel that at long last the right thing is being done.

   But it's a long, slow road from here to there. Can prices be adjusted? When? And by how much? All is yet to be decided.

   Taiwan's water and electricity prices haven't been adjusted in ten years. The

Taiwan Water Corporation's debt is close to NT$10 billion. Even the huge

Taiwan Power Company expects to make losses from 2005. But more important is that electricity, and especially water, are cheap, so people waste them. The average use among Taiwanese is frighteningly high.

   Though there are some differences in estimates, World Resources 2002-2004 gives a world average for total water consumption per capita, including agricultural, industrial, business and household use, of 650 cubic meters. In Taiwan it's 825 cubic meters. To be sure, the Taiwan figure is behind that of the US (over 1,800) and Canada (1,600), both egregious water wasters, but it is 200-300 cubic meters more than France, Germany and neighboring Korea. Even the Japanese, so fond of good living, use almost 100 cubic meters less per person per year!

   Taiwan is lucky when it comes to water. With an island climate, it receives a yearly rainfall of more than 2,500 millimeters, a great deal more than the 800 millimeter average for the world's dry land areas. It is not every country that is so fortunate. History is replete with examples of civilizations that flourished but were then destroyed by drought, such as that of the Mayans (250-900 AD) of Central America.

   In the decade from 1991 to 2000 some 280,000 people died as a result of drought. Tens of thousands of children, with swollen stomachs and matchstick limbs, perished in the widespread famine that stalked the parched and split soil of the African continent. With adequate water, none of this would have happened.

   Taiwan is more fortunate, for it is a self-sufficient island nation. There is no need to share the same river or the same body of water with others and divide up the water resources or engage in bloody conflict over them.

   Water is fundamental to existence. In the Middle East, plagued by continuous war, the fight over water is as violent as that engendered by race and religion. In 1951 Jordan diverted part of the Yarmouk River for irrigation purposes. Israel, affected by this move, responded in kind and drained the Huleh Swamp, which caused great alarm in Syria, and there followed continuous clashes. The subsequent Six-Day War was primarily a war to secure water resources.

   The same scene played itself out on the South Asian peninsula (India, Pakistan and Bangladesh), South America (Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay), Africa and even in the US, where the state of Arizona once sent a force of armed police to the border with California in protest against California's building a dam that would affect the flow of the Colorado River.

   As for Singapore and Hong Kong, well over half their water resources are in the hands of mainland China and Malaysia. This Achilles heel is a cause of constant concern. Especially during these past few years when climate change and abnormal weather phenomena have become increasingly prominent--if it's not floods then it's droughts--the 21st century has become the "century of water." It is a century when we swear to defend our water resources with our lives--it is not a century of "water, water, everywhere!"

   Taiwan has its own rain and rivers, so "defend with our lives' is perhaps not an apt phrase. Yet the memory is still fresh in our minds of the public resentment that boiled up in southern Taoyuan a few months ago in the wake of Typhoon Aere and the major water stoppage that it caused. In this edition of Sinorama we offer a special report by senior writer Coral Lee entitled "The Ultimate Elixir,' in which we introduce readers to new concepts in water resource management and to new approaches being taken in Taiwan--and we hope and pray that in the new year the rains will be timely and abundant, that everyone will be "surrounded by water," that the rivers will run and the water will flow!
