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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



seaboard and the lower St. Lawrence, where 3,215
people lived under primitive pioneer conditions, to a
continent-wide nation of great wealth and resources
numbering nearly 20 million. This expansion has
come about with almost total disregard for conserva-
tion of water, the resource most needed for life and
agriculture and industry.

What about watersheds ?

Solomon and the ancient philosophers explained
that springs were fed from the sea by subterranean
channels. It was not until around 1650 that we
started to connect the amount of water in streams
and wells with the rainfall on the watershed. We
know today that rivers cannot be studied without
examining the land through which they flow. It has
dawned upon us that good forests, good soil and good
water go hand in hand.

This brings us to the drainage basin or catchment
area, now generally referred to as the watershed, the
natural land unit which continuously receives and
stores and delivers our water supply. It may be a few
thousand or several hundred thousand acres in ex-
tent. By managing it properly we may expect it to
produce a maximum regular flow of clear, clean,
high-quality water.

A watershed that is well cared for will hold water
throughout the year. Its tree and plant roots, its dead
leaves and topsoil, hold a great deal of water in their
spongelike mass. Some water stays in the subsoil,
but much goes still farther down to form hidden
rivers and lakes.

On a watershed where 24 inches of precipitation
reaches the soil a plot only ten feet square receives
and disposes of about 6.25 tons of water a year. An
acre receives 2,718 tons. In the orderly disposition of
this huge amount of water every piece of ground, a
square foot, an acre, or a square mile, performs a
vitally important function.

Yet water is the commodity most taken for granted,
most abused, most wasted. Many a city and town
that only a few years ago had adequate reservoir
capacity always comfortably full of water now finds
that its expansion is limited by shortage. Farmers
have to dig deeper wells.

Breaking the cycle

Never before has the hydrologic cycle been badly
dislocated in the presence of so many hundreds of
millions of people. This is the most damaging impact
of civilized man on his environment.

In the wilderness of Canada, before the coming of
Europeans, there had been built up a mutual society
of balance among the waters, soils, grasses, forests
and all animal life.

How it operated is well told in Canadian Restora-
tion by E. Newton-White: To this society each
member contributed its powers of control and protec-
tion, and was in turn itself controlled and protected.
As a result, the streams and rivers ran clear, cold and
constant, and carried away, with little disturbance,
the surplus water left after all the demands of the
natural reservoirs and animal and vegetable life had
been satisfied.

But we have broken off our contact with nature,
hiding behind our mechanistic contraptions with a
sense of security that is false. We harvest grain, grind
flour, and bake bread by machinery and electric
power, but disregard the fact that the materials of a
pound loaf have used up almost two tons of water.
We use square miles of corn either to eat on the cob
or to feed our livestock, without remembering that
an acre of corn in its growing season transpires 3,000
tons of water, equal to about 15 inches of rainfall.

It is legitimate to bake bread and to eat corn, and
the change from a scattered population to the present
day mass population consuming great quantities of
these things could have been effected without damage
or loss, if made wisely and carefully. Instead, we have
removed natural barriers so that the precipitation
does not reach the ground-water reservoir, but runs
so fast down our hillsides and across our wheat and
corn fields that it fails to penetrate to the roots.
Instead of nourishing our crops it picks up soil and
carries it away out of usable reach.

Delaying the runoff

The age old law of hydraulics is easy to understand.
Man’s job is to control, so far as lies in his power, a
flow of energy emanating from the sun. This flow, or
cycle, is seen concretely in the water chain: from
cloud to rain to headwaters to river to sea to cloud,
ad infinitum.

When rain falls upon a barren hillside it eats away
channels for itself, racing to plunge itself into a
watercourse headed directly for the sea. There is the
first place to catch and retain it. The amount of water
stored in the ground is dependent upon the condition
of the soil and the grass and the forest cover of the
watershed. When forested hills are denuded by burn-
ing or cutting, when upland ranges are overgrazed,
when cropland becomes eroded, the rainfall runs off
the hard surface of the ground without performing its
proper function.

It is legitimate in this plight to think along the
lines of the tank-building kings of ancient Ceylon.
They resolved that none of the rain falling in the
mountains should reach the sea without paying
tribute to man on the way, so they built great tanks
and passed the monsoon rains from one to another
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far out into the plains. The only way to get ample *

water is to intercept it in the run-off.



