
Global English News — GEN002A     Page 1 

Global English News 

Water Bankruptcy 

The term "water bankruptcy" lacks a formal legal definition, yet hydrologists and policy analysts have 
adopted it with increasing urgency to describe a condition all too familiar in the twenty-first century: a 
region that has committed to consuming more fresh water than its natural systems can reliably replenish. 
The aquifer, that vast underground reservoir of ancient water locked in permeable rock, has long 
functioned as civilization's silent savings account. Yet the relentless depletion of these reserves — driven 
by industrial agriculture, rapid urbanization, and escalating climate variability — has placed that account 
dangerously close to zero in dozens of regions worldwide. At current rates, consumption patterns are 
plainly unsustainable. When groundwater levels drop beyond the reach of existing wells, the 
consequences cascade outward: crop failures, forced migration, and the collapse of regional economies 
that were built on the comfortable fiction that scarcity was someone else's problem. The pace of 
extraction across arid zones now routinely exceeds natural replenishment by orders of magnitude, 
leaving future generations to inherit a debt they had no hand in accumulating. 

 

The global geography of water stress is uneven but worsening. Across the Middle East, North Africa, 
South Asia, and the American Southwest, the water table has been falling steadily for decades, a slow-
motion catastrophe measured in centimeters per year yet devastating in aggregate. In cities such as 
Tehran, Mexico City, and Ho Chi Minh City, the excessive pumping of groundwater — a term intentionally 
avoided here in favor of the regional detail it obscures — has induced dramatic subsidence, causing 
buildings, roads, and infrastructure to sink at rates that now alarm engineers and urban planners alike. 
The over-reliance on subterranean reserves reflects a broader failure: surface water in semiarid 
environments is erratic and insufficient, while runoff from precipitation is frequently lost before it can be 
captured. The watershed systems that once buffered these regions against drought have been degraded 
by deforestation and land-use change, accelerating the onset of desertification across vast interior 
zones that feed hundreds of millions of people. 

 

Nowhere is the tension between agricultural ambition and hydrological reality more starkly illustrated than 
in the American Great Plains. The Ogallala Aquifer, which stretches beneath eight states from South 
Dakota to Texas, has an extremely slow natural recharge rate — in many sections, effectively zero on 
any human timescale. Yet it underpins a breadbasket economy worth hundreds of billions of dollars 
annually, sustaining the irrigation of corn, wheat, cotton, and sorghum across landscapes that would 
otherwise be inhospitable steppe. Decades of unchecked pumping have begun to render large portions 
of the southern aquifer economically unviable: in Kansas and Texas, farmers have already been forced 
to draw down their wells so aggressively that groundwater is now effectively exhausted in some counties. 
What was once an asset has become a liability — a resource whose rapid exhaustion triggers cascading 
obligations. Without dramatic curtailment of extraction, agricultural economists project that irrigated 
farming in much of the region will become impossible within decades. 

 

Water stress does not merely impoverish communities; it destabilizes them. The world's major river 
basins are increasingly governed by competing national claims, and the diplomatic vocabulary of 
transboundary water law has struggled to keep pace with the physical realities of diminishing flows. 
Ethiopia's construction of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam on the Blue Nile has made Egypt 
acutely vulnerable as a downstream nation, entirely dependent on river flows it cannot control. The 
Mekong, shared by six nations, is subject to relentless upstream damming by China, leaving riparian 
communities in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam exposed to seasonal water shocks that devastate fisheries 
and rice cultivation. Larger nations have begun to recognize freshwater access as a form of geopolitical 
leverage, capable of reshaping alliances and coercive relationships across entire regions. Rivers that 
were once flashpoints for localized disputes are being quietly militarized — a trend that intelligence 
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agencies in multiple countries now classify as a primary security concern. The unresolved question of 
entitlement to shared water is among the most volatile issues in twenty-first century geopolitics. 

 

Technology offers partial but not sufficient remedies. Desalination, the process of converting seawater 
into potable freshwater, has expanded dramatically: Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the United Arab Emirates 
now derive significant proportions of their municipal water supply from desalination plants. However, the 
process generates concentrated brine effluent that, if discharged irresponsibly, damages marine 
ecosystems, and the energy demands of large-scale desalination remain substantial. In agriculture, 
precision agriculture — deploying sensors, satellite imagery, and AI-driven scheduling to apply water 
only where and when crops require it — has demonstrated efficiency gains of thirty to fifty percent 
compared with conventional flood irrigation. The development of improved membrane technologies has 
simultaneously reduced the cost of both desalination and wastewater recycling. Yet the challenge of 
persuading aging infrastructure systems to retrofit their operations, and of ensuring that innovations 
reach water-stressed developing nations, is formidable. The question of scalability remains: solutions 
proven at pilot scale frequently encounter political, financial, and logistical barriers when rolled out at the 
regional or national level. 

 

If technology is the lesser obstacle, governance is the greater. The chronic failure to allocate freshwater 
resources rationally reflects deep structural pathologies in the political economy of water management. 
Water, unlike oil, has historically been treated as a commons — a shared inheritance rather than a priced 
commodity — and this framing, however ethically appealing, has generated perverse incentives on a 
massive scale: farmers pump aggressively precisely because the resource is unpriced and therefore 
unlimited in legal terms. Regulatory capture of water management agencies by agricultural and 
industrial lobbies has allowed extraction to proceed far beyond scientifically defensible limits in the United 
States, India, and Iran alike. Calls for a moratorium on new well permits have repeatedly failed when 
confronted by entrenched economic interests. Legal adjudication of competing claims has proved 
extraordinarily slow, consuming decades in court while aquifers continue to fall. The doctrine of prior 
appropriation — a relic of frontier-era water law that grants rights to whoever first claimed a resource — 
has calcified inequities that modern governance struggles to undo. 

 

The trajectory toward water bankruptcy is not inevitable, but averting it requires a coherence of purpose 
that has so far eluded most governments. Water economists broadly agree that realistic pricing — a tariff 
structure that reflects true scarcity and discourages waste — is the single most effective lever available 
to policymakers. Advances in reclamation technology have made treated wastewater a viable and 
increasingly normalized component of urban supply, reducing pressure on natural systems. Managed 
aquifer recharge — artificially directing surface water into depleted underground formations — has 
shown genuine promise in pilot programs across California, India, and Australia. These solutions 
converge on what researchers call the water-food-energy nexus: each intervention in one domain ripples 
across the others, demanding integrated rather than siloed policy. Without a binding international 
covenant that treats shared water systems with the seriousness reserved for nuclear or biological 
weapons, the trajectory of depletion will continue. Ultimately, water stewardship is not a technical 
problem awaiting a technological fix — it is a political choice that societies are only beginning to make in 
earnest. 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

The world's most dramatic case study in groundwater-driven catastrophe may be Jakarta, Indonesia. The 
former capital of the world's fourth most populous nation was built on low-lying coastal land already 
vulnerable to flooding — but the crisis confronting it today is not primarily a product of rising seas. It is a 
product of subterranean collapse. As a megalopolis of over thirty million people grew explosively 
through the twentieth century, the city's residents and industries pumped groundwater at rates that 



Global English News — GEN002A     Page 3 

caused the underlying soil and sediment to undergo severe compaction, a process by which the spaces 
between particles collapse as water is removed. The result has been one of the fastest rates of urban 
land subsidence recorded anywhere on Earth — in some northern districts, the ground has sunk by more 
than four meters since the 1970s. The anthropogenic nature of this disaster is unmistakable: it was 
made, not merely suffered. Faced with the precarious prospect of inundation by both the sea and the 
seasonal flooding that now penetrates deep into what were once dry neighborhoods, the Indonesian 
government has committed to the relocation of the national capital to a new city, Nusantara, on the 
island of Borneo — an extraordinary admission that a city of millions has, through the mismanagement 
of its own water, made large portions of itself uninhabitable. 
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Vocabulary 

Paragraph 1 

aquifer (n.) (n.) A layer of rock, sand, or gravel beneath the ground that holds large 
quantities of water, which can be accessed by drilling wells.  “The ancient 
aquifer beneath the plains had taken thousands of years to fill but was being 
emptied within a generation.” 

depletion (n.) (n.) The process of using up a resource faster than it can be naturally replaced, 
reducing the available supply over time.  “The depletion of underground water 
reserves accelerated sharply as more wells were drilled each decade.” 

unsustainable (adj.) (adj.) Describing a rate or method of using resources that cannot be 
maintained without causing long-term damage or exhaustion.  “Scientists 
warned that the unsustainable pace of water extraction would leave the 
region without reliable supplies within fifty years.” 

groundwater (n.) (n.) Fresh water held in underground layers of rock and soil, typically accessed 
by wells and often used for drinking and agriculture.  “Groundwater levels 
across the valley had dropped by more than twenty meters in just two decades 
of heavy farming.” 

scarcity (n.) (n.) A condition in which a resource is available in insufficient quantities to 
meet the demands placed upon it, often driving up its economic and social 
value.  “Water scarcity forced communities to choose between supplying 
farms and supplying homes during the prolonged dry season.” 

extraction (n.) (n.) The process of removing a substance, such as water, minerals, or oil, from 
the natural environment, often in large industrial quantities.  “The rate of water 
extraction from the basin had tripled since the construction of new irrigation 
channels.” 

arid (adj.) (adj.) Describing land or climate with very low annual rainfall, typically less 
than 250 millimeters per year, supporting only sparse vegetation.  “Farmers in 
arid regions had historically relied on deep wells rather than rainfall to sustain 
their crops year-round.” 

 

Paragraph 2 

water table (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) The upper level of the zone of saturation underground, below 
which soil and rock are fully saturated with groundwater.  “Decades of 
excessive pumping had caused the water table to fall so far that shallow wells 
in the village went dry.” 

subsidence (n.) (n.) The gradual sinking or settling of the ground surface, often caused by the 
removal of underground water, minerals, or other supporting material.  
“Subsidence had caused the old railway bridge to tilt visibly as the saturated 
clay beneath it lost its water content.” 

over-reliance (n.) (n.) An excessive or disproportionate dependence on a single resource, 
system, or strategy, creating vulnerability when that source becomes 
unavailable.  “The region's over-reliance on a single river system left millions 
exposed when drought reduced its flow by half.” 

semiarid (adj.) (adj.) Describing a climate or region that is relatively dry, with rainfall typically 
between 250 and 500 millimeters per year, supporting limited vegetation.  
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“The semiarid interior of the continent could support livestock grazing but 
lacked the rainfall needed for rain-fed crop production.” 

runoff (n.) (n.) Water from rain or melting snow that flows over the land surface into 
streams, rivers, or other bodies of water rather than soaking into the ground.  
“Much of the winter runoff was lost to evaporation before it could be captured 
in the region's aging reservoir system.” 

watershed (n.) (n.) An area of land from which all precipitation drains into a common point, 
such as a river, lake, or coastal outlet; also called a drainage basin.  “The 
watershed covering three provinces had been progressively deforested, 
reducing its capacity to retain and regulate water flows.” 

desertification (n.) (n.) The gradual process by which fertile, productive land is transformed into 
desert through drought, overuse, deforestation, or climate change.  
“Desertification had advanced southward by nearly a hundred kilometers in 
the past thirty years, swallowing former farmland.” 

 

Paragraph 3 

recharge rate (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) The speed at which an aquifer or water reservoir is naturally 
replenished by precipitation or surface water seeping into the ground.  “The 
aquifer's recharge rate was so slow that scientists estimated it would take 
centuries to recover from a single decade of heavy pumping.” 

breadbasket (n.) (n.) A region that produces large amounts of food, particularly grain, and is 
therefore vital to feeding a broader population or nation.  “The fertile plains 
had long served as the nation's breadbasket, but falling water tables 
threatened to end that role permanently.” 

irrigation (n.) (n.) The artificial application of water to agricultural land to supplement rainfall 
and support crop growth, especially in dry environments.  “Without irrigation, 
the corn and wheat fields that stretched across the plains would have been 
impossible to sustain through the dry summer months.” 

render (v.) (v.) To cause something to become a specified thing or to have a particular 
quality, especially through a process or action.  “The collapse of the water 
supply threatened to render large areas of the region economically unviable 
within a generation.” 

draw down (phr. v.) (phr. v.) To reduce the level or volume of a stored resource, such as water in 
a reservoir or aquifer, by removing more than is replenished.  “Farmers had 
been forced to draw down the aquifer so aggressively that their pumps were 
now pulling water from depths that were unimaginable thirty years ago.” 

liability (n.) (n.) A person, thing, or situation that causes problems, creates obligations, or 
puts someone at a disadvantage, particularly in financial or legal contexts.  
“The aging reservoir had become a liability rather than an asset, requiring 
costly maintenance while delivering less water each year.” 

curtailment (n.) (n.) The reduction or restriction of something, especially an activity or practice, 
often imposed by authority or necessity.  “The court ordered an immediate 
curtailment of pumping licenses to prevent the complete exhaustion of the 
shared aquifer.” 
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Paragraph 4 

transboundary (adj.) (adj.) Describing something that crosses or extends across national, regional, 
or jurisdictional boundaries, particularly rivers, aquifers, or environmental 
problems.  “The two nations signed a transboundary water agreement that 
allocated river flows proportionally based on population and historical usage.” 

downstream (adj.) (adj.) Situated in the direction toward which a river flows, and therefore 
receiving water after it has passed through upstream areas; often used 
figuratively to describe those affected by others' decisions.  “Downstream 
farmers bore the full consequences of upstream dams that had reduced 
annual river flows to a fraction of historical levels.” 

riparian (adj.) (adj.) Relating to or situated on the bank of a river or other body of water; in 
legal contexts, describing rights held by those who own land adjacent to a 
watercourse.  “Riparian communities along the delta had relied on seasonal 
flooding to fertilize their fields for centuries before upstream diversions began.” 

leverage (n.) (n.) Power or advantage used to achieve a desired result, particularly in 
negotiations, politics, or international relations.  “Control over the river's 
headwaters gave the upstream nation significant leverage in its broader 
diplomatic negotiations with its neighbors.” 

flashpoint (n.) (n.) A place, situation, or issue that is likely to erupt into conflict or violence, 
particularly when underlying tensions are acute.  “Water-sharing disputes had 
become the most dangerous flashpoint in an already volatile border region.” 

militarize (v.) (v.) To introduce military forces, equipment, or a martial character into an area 
or situation that was previously civilian or diplomatic in nature.  “The 
government threatened to militarize the disputed river zone if its upstream 
neighbor refused to release agreed water allocations.” 

entitlement (n.) (n.) The right to receive or access something, particularly as established by 
law, treaty, or longstanding practice; also the belief that one deserves such 
rights.  “Each nation claimed a historical entitlement to the river's waters, and 
neither was willing to accept a reduction under international arbitration.” 

 

Paragraph 5 

desalination (n.) (n.) The industrial process of removing salt and other dissolved minerals from 
seawater or brackish water to produce fresh water suitable for drinking or 
agriculture.  “The coastal city met nearly half of its drinking water needs 
through desalination plants powered by solar energy.” 

brine (n.) (n.) A highly concentrated solution of salt in water; in the context of 
desalination, the hypersaline liquid waste that must be safely disposed of after 
freshwater is extracted.  “Disposing of the brine produced by the desalination 
plant without harming marine ecosystems proved to be a costly engineering 
challenge.” 

precision agriculture 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) A farming approach that uses data, sensors, satellites, and 
computing technology to monitor conditions and apply inputs such as water, 
fertilizer, and pesticides with maximum efficiency.  “Switching to precision 
agriculture reduced the farm's water consumption by forty percent while 
maintaining the same crop yield.” 

efficiency gains (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) Improvements in a system or process that allow it to produce the 
same or greater output using fewer inputs, such as less water, energy, or 
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labor.  “The government's investment in drip irrigation generated efficiency 
gains that freed up millions of cubic meters of water annually for urban use.” 

membrane (n.) (n.) A thin, flexible sheet of material that allows certain substances to pass 
through it while blocking others, widely used in water purification and 
desalination technology.  “Advances in membrane technology had reduced 
the energy required to filter salt from seawater by more than thirty percent 
over the previous decade.” 

retrofit (v.) (v.) To add new or updated technology, components, or features to an existing 
system or piece of equipment that was not originally designed to include them.  
“The city's water authority committed to retrofit the aging pipe network with 
smart sensors that could detect leaks within hours.” 

scalability (n.) (n.) The capacity of a technology, system, or solution to be expanded or 
adapted to operate effectively at a much larger scale than originally tested.  
“The pilot desalination project demonstrated scalability, and the government 
approved the construction of five larger plants based on its results.” 

 

Paragraph 6 

allocate (v.) (v.) To distribute a resource, fund, or responsibility among competing uses or 
recipients, typically through an official or legal process.  “The state was legally 
obligated to allocate river water to both agricultural users and municipalities, 
but the supply was no longer sufficient for both.” 

commons (n.) (n.) A resource or shared space that belongs to or may be used by all 
members of a community, rather than being privately owned; in economics, a 
resource prone to overuse when unregulated.  “Treating the aquifer as a 
commons, accessible to anyone with a well and a pump, had made its 
destruction almost inevitable.” 

perverse incentive 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) A reward structure or policy that unintentionally encourages 
behavior that produces harmful or counterproductive outcomes rather than the 
intended goal.  “The government's fuel subsidy created a perverse incentive 
for farmers to pump water cheaply and wastefully rather than investing in 
conservation.” 

regulatory capture 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) A situation in which a government agency created to regulate an 
industry ends up advancing the interests of those it was designed to oversee, 
rather than protecting the public interest.  “Environmental groups argued that 
the water authority had fallen into regulatory capture, approving extraction 
permits far in excess of safe yields.” 

moratorium (n.) (n.) A temporary suspension or ban on a particular activity, typically imposed 
by government authority while a problem or policy is under review.  “The 
legislature rejected a proposed moratorium on new well permits despite 
evidence that the aquifer was being pumped far beyond its capacity.” 

adjudication (n.) (n.) The legal process by which a judge or official authority formally resolves 
a dispute or makes a binding determination on competing claims.  “The 
adjudication of competing water rights among three states had consumed 
forty years of litigation without producing a final agreement.” 

prior appropriation 
(n. phrase) 

(n. phrase) A legal principle governing water rights in many western US states, 
which grants the right to use water to whoever first claimed and used it, 
regardless of proximity to the water source.  “Under prior appropriation, a 
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farmer fifty miles from the river could hold senior water rights over a rancher 
living directly on its banks.” 

 

Paragraph 7 

tariff (n.) (n.) A charge, fee, or tax applied to a good or service; in water policy, a pricing 
structure that charges users based on the volume of water consumed, often 
at increasing rates for heavier users.  “The city introduced a tiered tariff that 
made the first hundred liters per day cheap but charged escalating prices for 
heavier household consumption.” 

reclamation (n.) (n.) The process of recovering, treating, and reusing water or land that has 
been used or degraded, returning it to a productive or usable state.  “The 
region's water authority invested heavily in reclamation infrastructure, turning 
treated wastewater into a reliable secondary supply for parks and agriculture.” 

aquifer recharge (n. 
phrase) 

(n. phrase) The deliberate process of directing treated surface water or 
captured rainwater back into a depleted underground aquifer to partially 
restore its water levels.  “The state's aquifer recharge program channeled 
winter floodwaters into spreading basins, where they slowly percolated back 
into the groundwater system.” 

nexus (n.) (n.) A central connection or point of intersection linking multiple systems, 
relationships, or issues, emphasizing their interdependence.  “The report 
described the nexus between water availability, food production, and energy 
generation as the defining infrastructure challenge of the coming century.” 

trajectory (n.) (n.) The path, direction, or course of development of a situation, process, or 
trend over time, particularly when projected into the future.  “Without major 
policy changes, the trajectory of groundwater depletion pointed toward the 
complete collapse of irrigated agriculture in the region within forty years.” 

covenant (n.) (n.) A formal, binding agreement or promise between parties, often used in 
legal or diplomatic contexts to describe obligations of enduring significance.  
“Advocates called for a global water covenant that would establish minimum 
flow guarantees for shared rivers under international law.” 

stewardship (n.) (n.) The responsible planning, management, and care of resources entrusted 
to one's charge, with an emphasis on preserving them for future use and 
sharing.  “The river basin authority framed its mission explicitly in terms of 
stewardship, prioritizing long-term ecological health over short-term 
economic extraction.” 

 

Beyond the Headlines 

subterranean (adj.) (adj.) Existing, occurring, or operating beneath the surface of the Earth; 
underground.  “The city's water engineers mapped an extensive 
subterranean network of pipes, tunnels, and aquifer pockets that few 
residents knew existed beneath them.” 

megalopolis (n.) (n.) An extremely large, densely populated metropolitan area, often formed by 
the growth and merging of several cities or urban centers.  “The sprawling 
megalopolis stretched across three provinces, drawing on water resources 
from hundreds of kilometers away to sustain its population.” 

compaction (n.) (n.) The process by which soil, sediment, or other material is compressed and 
consolidated, reducing the spaces between particles, often caused by the 
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removal of underground water.  “Decades of groundwater pumping had 
caused compaction of the clay layers beneath the city, resulting in 
measurable sinking of the street grid.” 

anthropogenic (adj.) (adj.) Caused, produced, or significantly influenced by human activity rather 
than by natural processes.  “The panel concluded that the flooding was not a 
natural disaster but an anthropogenic crisis driven by decades of 
unregulated land development.” 

precarious (adj.) (adj.) Not securely held or certain; dependent on circumstances that could 
change unfavorably, and therefore likely to fail or collapse.  “The community's 
water supply was precarious, dependent on a single aging pipeline that 
crossed geologically unstable terrain.” 

inundation (n.) (n.) The flooding or overwhelming of an area with water, particularly when the 
water covers land that is normally dry and inhabitable.  “Rising sea levels and 
sinking land combined to make seasonal inundation of the city's coastal 
districts a near-annual occurrence.” 

relocation (n.) (n.) The action of moving people, organizations, or activities from one place 
to another, especially when the original location has become unusable or 
unsafe.  “The government's relocation plan for flood-affected communities 
faced fierce resistance from residents who refused to abandon homes their 
families had occupied for generations.” 
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Language Review 

Exercise A — Collocations 

Match each item in Column A with the word or phrase in Column B that forms a natural collocation 
from the article. Write the correct letter next to each number. 

 

Column A Column B 

1.  water a.  down the reserves 

2.  prior b.  agriculture practices 

3.  aquifer c.  capture dynamics 

4.  draw d.  water law rights 

5.  perverse e.  incentive structure 

6.  precision f.  recharge program 

7.  regulatory g.  scarcity crisis 

8.  transboundary h.  appropriation doctrine 

 

Exercise B — Vocabulary Quiz 

Choose the best answer (a, b, c, or d) for each question. Some questions may have more than one 
correct answer — select all that apply. 

 

1.  Which of the following best describes the concept of "water bankruptcy" as used in the article? 

a.  A legal declaration filed when a water utility cannot pay its debts 

b.  A condition in which water consumption consistently exceeds natural replenishment 

c.  A technical term for aquifer contamination by agricultural chemicals 

d.  A UN treaty status applied to countries that pollute shared river systems 

 

2.  In the context of the article, what does "prior appropriation" primarily determine? 

a.  Which farmers receive government subsidies for water conservation 

b.  How much desalination capacity a region is legally entitled to build 

c.  Who holds the right to use water based on the order in which it was first claimed 

d.  The minimum flow that must be maintained in a river under environmental law 

 

3.  What does the article identify as the most effective single policy lever for reducing water overuse? 

a.  Expanding desalination infrastructure along coastlines 

b.  Introducing realistic pricing through a tariff structure that reflects true scarcity 

c.  Relocating water-intensive industries to wetter regions 

d.  Mandating the adoption of precision agriculture on all farms above a set size 

 

4.  Why does the article describe treating water as a "commons" as problematic? 

a.  It prevents private companies from investing in water infrastructure 

b.  It makes desalination less economically attractive than groundwater extraction 

c.  It generates perverse incentives by making water effectively free and unlimited in legal terms 
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d.  It requires the adjudication of disputes to follow international rather than domestic law 

 

5.  Based on the article, which of the following best illustrates "regulatory capture" in water 
management? 

a.  A government agency approving extraction permits far beyond scientifically safe levels under 
industry pressure 

b.  A court ordering a moratorium on new well permits pending an environmental review 

c.  A water authority using satellite data to monitor aquifer recharge rates in real time 

d.  An international tribunal adjudicating riparian rights between two downstream nations 

 

6.  The article describes brine as a challenge associated with desalination. What specific concern does 
it raise? 

a.  Brine increases the salinity of drinking water beyond safe limits if not filtered correctly 

b.  Brine requires expensive membrane technology to produce and is therefore unaffordable for 
developing nations 

c.  Brine effluent can damage marine ecosystems if discharged irresponsibly 

d.  Brine raises the energy cost of desalination by clogging the filtration systems over time 

 

7.  What does the case of Jakarta primarily illustrate in the Beyond the Headlines section? 

a.  That rising sea levels caused by climate change are the dominant driver of coastal flooding in 
Asia 

b.  That a megalopolis can engineer its way out of water scarcity through desalination and aquifer 
recharge 

c.  That anthropogenic groundwater depletion can cause land subsidence severe enough to make a 
city partially uninhabitable 

d.  That government relocation programs are an effective long-term solution to water-related urban 
crises 

 

8.  Which of the following statements about the Ogallala Aquifer is most consistent with information 
presented in the article? 

a.  Its recharge rate is fast enough to recover within a generation if extraction is halted today 

b.  It is already completely exhausted beneath Texas and Kansas following decades of irrigation 

c.  Its depletion primarily threatens urban water supplies rather than agricultural production 

d.  Its extremely slow natural recharge makes it effectively non-renewable on a human timescale in 
many sections 

 

Exercise C — Discussion Questions 

Discuss the following questions with a partner or in a small group. Use evidence from the article to 
support your ideas. 

 

1.  The article argues that treating water as a "commons" rather than a priced commodity creates perverse 
incentives. Do you agree that pricing water like a market good is the fairest and most effective solution 
to overuse? What are the potential social consequences? 

2.  Several nations are described as using control over shared water resources as geopolitical leverage. 
To what extent do you believe water access could become a primary cause of armed conflict within the 
next fifty years? What conditions would make this more or less likely? 
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3.  The article suggests that governance failures — not technology — are the greater obstacle to 
addressing the water crisis. Based on the evidence presented, do you agree with this assessment? What 
would good water governance look like in practice? 

4.  Jakarta's experience is described as an anthropogenic disaster. If a government knows that a city is 
sinking irreversibly, what ethical obligations does it have to current residents versus future generations? 
Should relocation ever be compelled? 

5.  The article implies that a binding international covenant on shared water systems is necessary. What 
are the main political obstacles to such an agreement, and what precedents from other international 
treaties — such as nuclear non-proliferation or climate accords — might guide its design? 

 

 


