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Paul Simon, Former Illinois State Senator

Currently a Professor at the Southern Illinois University

Interview conducted on 3/25/03


Q:  Questions by the Director 

A:  Answers by Paul Simon, Former Illinois State Senator

      Currently a Professor and Director of the Public Policy Institute at the Southern 

      Illinois University

Q: If we don’t solve the water problems of the Southwestern United States, what affect will this have on the United States and Canada? 

A: The relationship between Canada and the United States is going to be affected by water because, if the Southwestern portion of the United States have critical problems, and they will as well as Texas and some other states, there will be pressure on the Great Lakes, the water rich area of the United States and Canada. Canada is one of the wealthiest nations in the world in terms of fresh water. The pressure will grow to pike water to the Southwest unless we develop desalination more rapidly than we are now developing it.

Q: You wrote that in 2000, US intelligence agencies, including the CIA, provided a view of what the world would be like in fifteen years and what challenges we may face. One of the not too surprising conclusions was the world will be threatened by wars over water. Can you restate this and briefly expand with an example or two?

A: The intelligence agencies, the CIA, the military intelligence agencies and the others got together; they do this periodically for the President. They gave an assessment of where we will be in fifteen years.  Their assessment was that in fifteen years, the greatest resource shortage in the world is not going to be oil, but water and regional conflicts are likely to take place over water.  It is clear since that report three years ago, that we are headed in that direction.

Q: Please talk about how many children die everyday due to poor quality water and provided in the context of the Columbine High School tragedy.

A: The United Nations says 14 thousand people die a day because of poor quality water; easily preventable deaths. Ninety-five hundred of them are children. At Columbine High School, we had a tragedy that stunned everyone in the United States, probably in other countries too.  But everyday 630 times that many children die needlessly because of poor quality water. Deaths we could prevent and we hardly pay attention to.

Q: You suggest that we potentially face the most devastating natural disaster since history has been accurately recorded because of water. Please restate and explain.

A: We are facing what is an almost unbelievable kind of crisis, if we don’t plan, if we don’t move more aggressively than we are now moving. Because people can live for a reasonably long period of time with a limited amount of food, water is vital. A few days without water, you die and nations are going to go to war over water. Let me just give you a very practical example. Ninety eight percent of the water in Egypt comes from the Nile; eighty five percent of the Nile comes from Ethiopia. Ethiopia has one of the highest birth rates in the world. Ethiopia and Egypt are on a collision course unless we are able to develop desalinated water from the Mediterranean. Otherwise, those two countries are headed toward war. There is no question about it.

Q: You have written that solving the water problem is essential to the future of the Middle East. Please explain briefly citing the example of Israel and its neighbors, along with Turkey and its neighbors.

A: The Middle East is a very graphic example of the kind of problem we face. I was asked by the State Department about a year ago, to go over to Syria and Jordan to meet with their leaders to see if they would work on a regional approach to water with Israel and the Palestinians.  I would love to tell you I went and everybody agreed to work together. The emotional barriers are so high, but they know eventually that they have to do it. In Amman, Jordan, a city of one million people, you turn the tap on one day a week and it is going to get worse. Israel’s water supply is gradually declining and as the aquifer, the underground water supply, for Israel declines you get more saline penetration; you have poor quality water.  I could go country to country. Turkey supplies much of the water for Syria. Syria and Turkey just a few years ago, literally almost came to blows with arms over water.  President Mubarak of Egypt went up to work out some kind of compromise. However, Turkey is planning to build a dam and reservoirs on the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that go into Syria. We are going to have to get nations together and work together on these problems.

Q: On page 85, paragraph two of your book Tapped Out; it is excellent for providing the viewer with a quick reason to understanding. I know you feel really strongly about desalination, but our focus is somewhat different, so, what are the key positives and key negatives in regards to desalinization?

A: When we talk about desalinization we have to keep in mind where we are in the world. Ninety seven percent of the earth’s water is saltwater. Of the remaining three percent, two thirds is tied up in the icebergs. In the next 50 to 90 years, the world’s population is going to grow from 6.5 billion, where we are now, to about 11 billion. Now, how soon that will happen depends on whose project you believe has the larger problem in water supply per capita. You don’t look at those graph figures and recognize that this is available in almost every area where you have a problem: California has a problem; all kinds of water is right at their doorsteps, Texas is going to have a problem in a very few years; all kinds of water is at their doorsteps, Middle East, all kinds of problems; all kinds of water rights there. It is still too expensive to generally use, but we are gradually improving it. We need governments and we need private companies to do more research. A good example of what can happen; Saudi Arabia now uses more desalinated water than any other country. They can do it because of cheap energy. I don’t know what it costs in Saudi Arabia for a barrel of oil, maybe 50 cents or whatever the heck it is, but Saudi Arabia, which was growing about eight percent of their own food, now is a food exporter. You can put water on the desert; you can put water on anything, other than rock, and you can grow crops. We are going to have to use desalinated water. Now the positive things that are happening: in Tampa, Florida, the biggest desalination plant in the United States is now being built and even before that is going to be completed, they are already planning a second one. Things are happening but we are inching ahead on solutions, whereas the problems are leaping at us.

Q: You were very succinct and clear explaining green house warming. Please explain what this is and the three affects you cite on page 97.

A: We know that we are experiencing earth warming, ninety nine percent of scientists agree on that. Now you have a few scientists that work for the petroleum industry and others who disagree. Where scientists are not completely in agreement is where the affect of that is going to be. The majority believes that there will be a rising level of ocean water. Precisely how much, no one knows, but it could have a huge impact.  For example in the state of Florida, both in terms of what happens to homes along the beach and the penetration of the wells in Florida, it will have an affect.  Again, we don’t know what it is going to be in terms of water that we will get in Illinois, North Carolina, Montana or elsewhere, but we are going to face a changed saturation. Precisely how much it will be changed, we don’t know.

Q: What steps can be taken quickly to combat the green house effect? 

A: What we need on the earth-warming situation is simply to face the reality. We have been ducking it, because it is politically correct to duck, but we are going to have standards so that we don’t have the kind of emissions that cause this warming. Now if we did everything we should, everything the field of agreement said we should do; if we do everything tomorrow, it would not have much affect tomorrow, in five years or ten years, but it would have a great affect fifty years from now. On an issue like this, we have to be thinking about our children, our grandchildren and generations to come.

Q: You say five examples of what can be done in terms of conservation. Can you restate these and elaborate briefly?

A: There is a whole host of things that can be done in the field of conservation. One of most important is simply pricing. East Germany, when there was two Germany’s, was much poorer than West Germany, but East Germany under the old communist system charged a flat fee no matter how much you used. What is true generally is the more income you have, the wealthier you are, the more water you use.  East Germany was using four times as much water per capita as West Germany. Then when the two Germany’s united and people had to pay for the amount of water they used in East Germany, water consumption plummeted. That is just one example. Pricing is perhaps the most important thing. You have some western farmers today who are paying two percent of the cost of the water they use, the rest is subsidized by the federal government. That should not happen. I recognize politically you can’t go from two percent to 100 % over night, but if you gradually move in a direction paying for the water, then farmers would shift to other crops that were less water intensive. That is one of the things that can be done. So many little things, the toilet’s we use. In Japan, they don’t consume nearly as much water in the toilets that we do in the United States. When you build a house there, you don’t need to put the hot water heater and the shower on one side of the house, so you have to turn the water on for a long time before you get water there. The big thing outside pricing is in the field of irrigation. Seventy five percent of the water that is used around the world is for agricultural purposes, about ten percent for industrial purposes and fifteen percent for household purposes. There are ways to save huge amounts of water with irrigation. If you have enough money, and this is one of the problems, if you have enough money to have drip irrigation then you could save huge amounts of water. But even poor farmers if there’s a ditch that takes water, if you put a plastic coating down you don’t lose that water into the ground and you don’t harm that ground by making it too saline; too filled with salt.  There are many practical things we can do on conservation. Conservation is a short-term part of the big answer. Clearly, desalination and conservation are the big keys long term, along with population control.

Q: What is the effect of population growth on the growing water crisis? 

A: The reality is the more people you have the more water is consumed, so we have to recognize that we are going to have to do some things.  I am talking about we, the United States, we are going to have to do some things that are politically sensitive. Right now, the President of the United States has blocked any assistance to the United Nations population control. That is because of the abortion issue, though frankly our law makes it very clear you can’t use any of this money for abortion purposes. Let’s say that you can’t just change that here in the United States. What we can do is to invest more money in education for girls and women in developing nations. You increase their education and you lower that population growth factor.

Q: In the chapter “What can you do?”, you mention several productive measures an individual can take. While I would like to include them all, the following would probably be most suitable for our program. Number one, write to your House member or Senator and urge them to do something specific, legislatively, for conservation of water or reducing pollution. Can you restate the question and provide the following responses?

A: Every citizen in a democracy has a powerful voice and we generally say, sounds so trite, write a letter to your member of the House or Senate, but you can do that asking for conservation, asking also for more money on research on desalination. Very interestingly, we had two Presidents of the United States who urged that we spend money on desalination, John F. Kennedy and Dwight Eisenhower, one a Republican and one a Democrat.  For a while, we were spending about $120,000 dollars a year in today’s terms on research. Today we are spending about 3 million dollars a year.

Q: Ok, the second one is write a letter to the editor of your local newspaper.

A: One of the other powerful voices every citizen has is a letter to the editor. Every survey shows letters to the editor vend more than the editorials. Newspapers don’t print that but that is the reality. That means John Smith or Jane Jones can write a letter to the editor on the question of water for example and receive just as much attention as the editorial.

Q: What can you do if you are a student, write a term paper on the subject or work it into your classes?

A: One of the things that all of us have to do is be creative. Students, for example, can when they have to write a term paper, they can write a term paper on the water problem. I am teaching a class right now on the legislative process. They can pick any topic they want. I am going to suggest at least one or two of them pick the issue of water. But whether your in high school or college or whatever you are, if you write an essay on water, number one, you are going to become better-informed; number two, your teacher is going to be better informed; your parents are likely to become better informed and some of your classmates are likely to be better informed.

Q: What can you do if you are a teacher; have your students do a paper on the subject?

A: Teachers have immense power. Now sometimes when you are teaching you wonder whether you are communicating anything.  I find, in correspondence I receive from former students, all of a sudden, people you thought were hardly paying attention in class have grabbed onto something. Teacher’s can use the whole field of water, you teach science here, you can teach political science, you teach history. All these kinds of things can be tied in with water very, very easily.

Q: Finally, what can you do, ask your local librarians to have a display about water books and articles?

A: I am a great library fan and one of the things that we can do is to have that library as a place where there is a little display. Where you take some water books or charts from National Geographic or some other things like that and have a display about water. When I was a boy, my parents didn’t have the money to buy books. I went to the library a great deal.  Fortunately, my children and grandchildren today have more books than I did; but the library stimulated me, it can stimulate a great many people. Even for someone who comes in casually to do some research on who knows what and they see that display on water, it can make a difference.
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