Too little too late: A mega-water project gone awry
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The South-North Water Transfer Project is the largest and most expensive water transfer project in the world. (Photocredit: Planetark.org)

15 July 2010 [MediaGlobal]: China’s South-North Water Transfer Project serves as the latest global example of a mega-project gone awry. Carrying water from the Yangtze River in the south to the Yellow and Hai Rivers in the north, the project has displaced over 375,000 people, cost more than double the original projections, and includes environmental degradation at every turn. The Chinese government is getting more than they bargained for.
China is a classic example of adequate water supplies inadequately spaced. Over one-third of China’s entire population dwells in the northern region, where water tables have dwindled over the centuries because of long standing drought. It is here that eight million acres of cropland are ruined due to lack of water and over five million people go thirsty each day. In contrast is southern China, which is blessed with fewer people and ample water sources. 
In 1952, Mao Zedong proposed the South-North Water Transfer Project to solve this discrepancy. 58 years later, the project has cost well over $62 billion, becoming the most expensive water endeavor in the world. In addition to the 375,000 people displaced by the construction, the transfer of water across 800 miles of the country has caused both environmental degradation and water contamination.
Joakim Harlin, Senior Water Resources Advisor to the United Nations Development Program, told MediaGlobal, “Transmission losses including increased evaporation and pollution are inevitable. The ecosystems will be changed across the board, perhaps with irreversible damage as a consequence.” 

It has been revealed that many of these negative fallouts could have been avoided with environmentally efficient water conservation initiatives. The American Chemical Society, in collaboration with the Journal of Environmental Science and Technology, conducted a study that cited several viable alternatives, all of which would have avoided the cost, environmental harm, and human displacement of the current project.
Harlin said, “Often times it is wiser to implement smaller more flexible projects. These projects are closer to the beneficiaries and therefore the positive impacts are more likely to reach local stakeholders.” He added, “There is also less human displacement and environmental impact involved.”
Top on the study’s list of sensible alternatives was the basic idea of water conservation. For example, agricultural water uses up to 60 percent of China’s water supply. By introducing more advanced technologies for water-saving irrigation and tighter management policies, agricultural water usage would become significantly more efficient. 
Desalination, a method of making sea water drinkable, was once an expensive and cumbersome process. In recent years however, desalination has experienced a technological renaissance and would be an effective mechanism of water production. 
The study cited several other viable conservation options ranging from precipitation enhancement to rainwater harvesting. Harlin stated, “Water conservation is a given starting point and should be an integral part of all water supply projects. The globally agreed approach of integrated water resources management should emphasis this aspect.” An integrated management approach would bring together multiple water conservation methods to create broad guidelines for managing water. 
Instead of being “integral parts” of China’s project planning, alternative water conservation methods have become trickling afterthoughts. The project is set to push forward until its completion in 2050 which guarantees several more decades of grief for China’s people and environment. 
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