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Saving Our Watersheds

NO SINGLE FACTOR has a more decisive influence on
human beings than water, and every drop we use comes
from our watersheds.

Limited comprehension about this has wasted
millions of acres of land, caused sharp drops in crop
yields, raised the crests of floods, starved cattle,
spread deserts over the face of the earth, destroyed
recreation beaches, lowered the quality of the water
we drink and polluted it to the menace of our health.

"Man," said William Vogt in his dynamic book
Road to Survival, "is the only organism known that
lives by destroying the environment indispensable to
his survival." Parasites tend to do this, but their
destructive effectiveness is limited by their lack of
intelligence. Man uses his brain to tear down; he
glories in his relentless "conquest" of the wilderness
as if it were an enemy; the emblem of his species is
the bulldozer.

Only recently have our nature scientists started to
make us realize that if we are to survive, much less
improve our standard of living, we must create for
ourselves a healthy, harmonious relationship with
our total environment, animal, vegetable and mineral.

Hitherto, we have thought of conservation as
something a farmer does to grow more and better
crops; now we must start to think of it as part and
parcel of our individual hold on life.

Sometimes we get excited about the short-run
effects of lack of conservation practices, such as
dirty drinking water, foul beaches, water shortages
when lawn-sprinkling is forbidden, and the like. But
these things would not plague us if former generations
had known what we know and had done something
about it.

It is fifty years since a United States Secretary of
Agriculture issued a foresighted directive to the forest
service: to pursue their duties "for the greatest good
of the greatest number in the long run."

The history of dead civilizations tells tragically
what our future will be if we continue to abuse our
water resources. Throughout history, water has

dominated human life. Nations reached great heights
and toppled and were entombed by the drifting soil
brought to their doorsteps because they had cut
away the trees and shrubs and grass that gave it
anchorage.

In the heart of the Arabian desert is buried a big
town which may have been the home of the Queen
of Sheba. It was abandoned hundreds of years ago
because something went wrong with the watershed
and the water supply failed. Erosion destroyed or
sapped all the Mediterranean civilizations past and
present, from Athens and Rome to the fertile plains
of North Africa where once flourished great Car-
thage.

"But that was long ago and far away," some may
say. "It can’t happen here." Look, then, at the
Prairie Provinces in the ’thirties, and the pictures they
presented of abandoned farms, the skeletons of cattle,
the sand-buried fences, and the blasted hopes of men
and women who had sought to make their homes
there. Merely to drive in the blowing dust through
parts of Saskatchewan in mid-1937 was to make
oneself physically ill, mentally depressed and spirit-
ually sad.

We cannot be content to look back pityingly upon
the mistakes of ancient civilizations which have
become part of the dust created by their disregard of
the laws of nature.

Today, we have more people on the earth, using
water for more purposes and in beyond-measure
greater quantity per capita. At the beginning of the
Christian era this planet supported a population of
about 250,000,000; when the Pilgrim Fathers stepped
ashore in 1620, the figure had increased to about
500,000,000; it was announced in October 1963 that
the world population was estimated at 3,180,000,000.
By the year 2000, said Aldous Huxley in The Politics
of Ecology, 6,000,000,000 of us will be sitting down
to breakfast every morning.

In the past three centuries Canada has grown from
a number of scattered settlements on the eastern




