Dry Days
by

Eyes Right

San Diego, CA -  I have a long history of concern for profligate water usage in southern California.  With yet another year of less than adequate rains, this region is now facing a far more serious water supply challenge than ever.  I am saddened to report, however, that not much has been changed in attitude or policy.  Apparently few seriously believe that the water fairy will cut them off.

I suppose that full disclosure is important.  As a youngster on a farm in Kentucky, I have lived through periods of no water.  When the well runs dry, or the pump in the well house breaks down, one quickly understands the not only precious, but essential, role which water plays in human existence.   I have also been on patrol on a submerged submarine in the Atlantic when the only two pieces of machinery to make pure water aboard were out of commission sufficiently long that we came within hours of having absolutely no water for ourselves, or to cool our nuclear power plant.  I have come away from both experiences with a profound respect for the criticality of water.

In late February of this year, Governor Schwarzenegger finally took action on the drought conditions by proclaiming a state of emergency with an order for all state agencies to take “immediate action to manage the crisis.”  The stated goal was to reduce individual water use by 20 percent.  With the state’s major reservoirs all running at or near historic lows (typically 70 percent below capacity), the drought is certainly not only severe, but has already created significant negative impact economically, particularly in the farming sector.  Just this year, over 100,000 acres of California farmland have been abandoned or left unplanted due to a lack of water.
Unfortunately, by early April, I saw few visible signs that the general public has sensed the imminent danger.  Lawns are being routinely watered, car washes are in full operation, and automatic sprinklers continue to function nightly all over San Diego.  Although most citizens seem to be aware that there is a water shortage, so far this awareness has not been translated into significant conservation effort.  In spite of a massive public information campaign, including a focus on school children, there is no observable sense of urgency within the general populace.  Even the state’s dedicated web page, Save Our Water (www.saveourh2o.org), takes the soft approach of encouraging gardeners to plant “water-wise” flowers.   I would think that even having a flower garden using tap water of any type constitutes an act of civil disobedience.
A more serous flaw in the entire California experience is that it is fundamentally impossible to make the desert bloom everywhere.  As California grew, water was treated as an unlimited resource.  With every new home and business constructed, sod is laid down on absolutely dry land.  Sidewalks are built with sprinkler systems on each side to provide nightly water to this grass.  Even the freeways have been adorned with vegetation in the medians which require frequent watering.  Whereas this luxury – and it is a luxury – was acceptable when much of the state was not yet inhabited, it is absolutely ludicrous now to expect the meager rains to support this insanity.   
The overall urge as one walks through southern California is to yell, “This is a desert, you idiots!!!”  At about the moment you scream, the sprinklers come on.

These folks deserve whatever happens.
I thought you might like to know.
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