Humans without Resources

Water:

Water is the second most important resource to humans and fish. Without it we die pretty quickly. Only lack of oxygen kills us faster. While many of us take water for granted, those with too little or those with too much tend to get focused on it in a hurry. Here in May Valley, we have too much. When it invades our homes and businesses, our septic systems or our pastures and blueberry fields, all we can think of is how to get rid of it.

What is this substance called water? Chemically, it is a compound made up of two of earth’s most common elements. Two atoms of hydrogen are bonded with one atom of oxygen, thus the commonly recognized symbol H2O. Water is a very good solvent
 so it is rarely found as pure water. It occurs in nature with varying amounts of other substances (often salts) dissolved in it. Pure water is colorless, odorless, and tasteless. People put pure, distilled water in their iron but pay outrageous amounts for foreign water with just the right mix of minerals in it to add flavor. Most of the water on earth has so many dissolved salts in it that it is unsuitable for use except by the marine plants and animals that have adapted to the ocean environment.

There is a lot of hydrogen and oxygen so there must be a lot of water, right? Worldwide there is 326 million cubic miles of water at any given time, plus or minus a few cubic miles. A cubic mile of water is more than one trillion gallons. Your share is 58,000,000,000 (yes, that is 58 billion) gallons. You’d think there would be enough to go around.

The following table shows the actual storage areas for our water.

Water Sources
Water Volume, in cubic miles
Percent of Total Water

Oceans
317,000,000
97.2400%

Icecaps, Glaciers
7,000,000
2.1400%

Ground Water
2,000,000
0.6100%

Fresh-water Lakes
30,000
0.0090%

Inland Seas
25,000
0.0080%

Soil Moisture
16,000
0.0050%

Atmosphere
3,100
0.0010%

Rivers
300
0.0001%

Total
326,000,000
100.0000%

Water, water everywhere but not a drop to drink. Of the 326,000,000 cubic miles of water out there only 0.3% is directly usable by humans. That doesn’t count floating your boat, of course. Most of the water that humans use comes from rivers which account for about one ten thousandth of one percent (0.0001%) of the available water
 which is why people panicked when sparks from a train started the Cuyahoga River near Cleveland on fire in June 1969. Until recent times the public waterways were considered a legitimate disposal site for industrial and municipal waste.

Congress passed the “Clean Water Act “ (CWA) in 1972. CWA’s goals were to return all waterways to fishable and swimmable conditions by 1983 and to eliminate discharge of all pollutants by 1985. Richard A. Halpern in an article entitled “Where Have All The Nutrients Gone?”
 states, “In its conception, the Clean Water Act was the child of panic. As a rational, measured act to protect the health of the environment, it was equivalent to performing bypass surgery on everyone in the country because someone in Ohio died from a heart attack.”   

By 1992 taxpayers and the private sector had spent $540 billion on technologies to fix our water, broken or not, while government had spent a pathetic $33 million on monitoring water quality. Only 36 percent of the nation’s river miles are scientifically monitored. “After all this time and money,” a team of USGS water quality specialists reflected recently, “it would be desirable to know whether the [Clean Water] act has worked. Is the water cleaner than it would otherwise have been and have the environmental benefits, however they may be counted, exceeded the costs?”
 Unfortunately, the answer is that no one knows.

We no longer have any burning rivers but 40% of our water is still listed as unfit for swimming or fish. One major problem we have, of course, is that we have no idea how much of the water was unsafe for swimming or fishing before man began dumping “pollutants” into it. The CWA specifies arbitrary levels of substances permitted in the water that may have no logical basis. I have friends that mine gold in Alaska. They use water from a stream that passes through their claim. There are no humans or human activity upstream of them, yet the water entering their property is considered polluted by the CWA bureaucrats. In order to use the water for their mining, they must return it to the stream considerably cleaner than it was originally!

Where is the harm in that, you ask? “Clean water” is a relative term. To the chemist it is a liquid comprising H2O and nothing else. To the bottled water snob it is Perrier with its dissolved minerals (see sidebar.) To the person hiking in the woods or having a picnic in the park, it is water clear enough to see through and spot a fish or two. To the marine biologist, it is water so saline that it is toxic to the biologist. Can water be too clean?

Try this experiment. Replace the water in your aquarium with distilled water intended for your iron. Do not add any other substance for a few months and then check on your fish. Oops! Died of starvation, didn’t they?

There is nothing to eat in clean water! Salmon and other fish are fairly high up on the food pyramid. The base of the pyramid consists of basic nutrients that include nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium the main ingredients in that bag of fertilizer that Bert the Salmon doesn’t think you should put on your lawn. It takes large amounts of these basic nutrients to feed the simple microscopic plants that manufacture their food from sunlight and these nutrients. Simple animals, insects, etc. feed on these plants and in turn are eaten by the fish. Salmon are unique because their death after spawning helps return these nutrients to the stream. If the salmon fail to return to spawn, it starts a downward spiral of ever fewer nutrients in the stream.

In nature, nutrients come mainly from excrement and dead plants and animals. On land, those sources are easily reprocessed back into the life cycle. In the ocean, excrement and dead plants and animals drift to the bottom before decaying thus their nutrients are unavailable for use. Recovering the nutrients from deep ocean water depends on the surface water cooling to a temperature of about 43º F. At this temperature, the water column becomes unstable and some of the nutrient rich water if forced to the surface where the fish are. In winter, this occurs where the California Current crosses the Pacific (about latitude 50º north). In the late 1990’s, nitrates became undetectable in the California Current.
 As the planet continues to warm due to the sun’s increasing heat and radiation cycle
 the upwelling will move north causing further decrease in salmon populations here in the southern portions of their range. Without adequate amounts of these nutrients, salmon and other fish at the top of the pyramid begin to lose weight and die. From 1970 to 1995, the average weight of pacific salmon caught decreased by 25 percent.
 Sardines, anchovy, hake, saury, mackerel, tuna, sole, shrimp and oysters are all declining. Ocean feeding birds and whales are starving.
 

Most experts pay little attention to ocean conditions in salmon recovery because they think that humans can do little about those conditions. But the basic nutrients that flow down the rivers into the ocean are already in molecular form and will stay on the surface available to fuel ocean life. Billions of tons of these precious nutrients are presently being removed from our streams and rivers by the Clean Water Act, and stored where they are inaccessible to the life cycle. This splendidly illustrates the Law of Unintended Consequences at work in so much of government regulation.

Turbidity
 is also absolutely forbidden by the CWA. According to the CWA you (or a deer or elk) can cause excess turbidity by walking across a stream. 
While walking in the stream certainly causes increased turbidity, it also stirs up the nutrients we have been talking about which encourages life in the stream. Emerging science indicates that turbidity may be an important component in the estuaries that shelter salmon smolts as they transition to the ocean. It helps to hide them from the many predators (especially birds) that await them as they leave the rivers.

Wetlands are the CWA’s current filter of choice to clean up any nutrients or sedimentation that might be headed for our streams. Wetlands are religiously promoted and vigorously protected. They are actively created where none have been before to “mitigate” for the city-dweller’s destruction of their own wetlands. Residents of May Valley are being flooded out by ever increasing swamps as King County and the State of Washington offer our homes and land as sacrifices to the Clean Water Act gods. It is extremely frustrating to be forced to destroy our valley because the bureaucrats in power can only see part of the problem. After years of dumping industrial waste into the water, we finally figured out that burning rivers were bad. How long will it take to figure out that starving our streams and purposely flooding our land is equally bad? And how much productive land will be needlessly sacrificed in the process?

Water is just as necessary to the plants that we eat as it is to humans and fish. Irrigation has helped make it possible for American farmers to feed us as well as create a surplus so large that we often pay them not to produce food. When disease, drought, insects or political stupidity wipes out crops in other parts of the world, we use our surpluses to bail them out. Irrigation water can be pumped directly out of the ground but, in many cases, it is easier to store the water behind a dam during the rainy season for use during the summer growing season. Storing water behind a dam also lets us use that water to generate electricity, one of the main energy sources of our modern world. Instead of burning fossil fuels that take eons to recreate and pollute the air we breathe, hydroelectric generators use the water that will be returned to us during the next rainy season.

The current controversy over dams and their effect on salmon is a large enough subject that I will cover it in its own article. For now, just ponder the impact on humans as more and more of the water that is crucial to our survival is foolishly diverted to protect the salmon fishery. Four firefighters may have died needlessly recently because they couldn’t use water from a river to fight the forest fire since it is habitat for endangered species. Firefighters Tom L. Craven, 30, Karen L. Fitzpatrick, 18, Devin A Weaver, 21, and Jessica L. Johnson, 19, burned to death while cowering under protective tents near the Chewuch River, home to protected species of salmon and trout, while Forest Service personnel attempted to talk a biologist into letting them use water from the river.  Twenty-five acres burned while the bureaucrats debated. I wonder if any spotted owls perished in those acres?

Water is a resource that humans must have. We have used it to our benefit from the day we set foot on this earth or before that if you are an evolutionist. Perhaps too many among us have lost sight of what is necessary for our survival in their quest to feel good about promoting other species. Our need for water increases as our population grows and the rest of the world seeks to attain the standard of living that we take for granted. The Clean Water Act’s promotion of swimming and fishing, while initially well meaning, may be making things worse for the fish while denying humans our traditional uses of water and land resources. Like any other living organism, humans without resources are simply dead.
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Sidebar





Water Analysis of Perrier


Milligrams per liter (mg/l)


Calcium 147.3


Magnesium 3.4


Sodium 9.0


Potassium 0.4


Chlorides 21.5


Bicarbonates 390.0


Sulphates 33.0


Silica 9.9


Fluoride 0.1


pH 5.9





