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An American Nile  
Is the Colorado River a preeminent symbol of economic folly and environmental disaster -- or the perfection of an 
ideal? Do its dams represent technological hubris gone mad -- or a lifeblood for millions of Americans living in the 
Southwest?   The construction of Hoover Dam was the biggest engineering feat of its time.  CADILLAC DESERT 
series, tells the story of how the Colorado became the most controlled, litigated, domesticated, regulated and over-
allocated river in the history of the world. Rich with archival footage and interviews with the river's "shapers" and 
protectors, the broadcast chronicles how the Colorado became so dammed-up and diverted that by 1969 it no longer 
reached the sea except in the wettest of years.  
 
Despite the warnings to Congress in 1888 by explorer John Wesley Powell that the lack of water was a serious 
obstacle to unbridled settlement of the West, America was determined to settle the Colorado's starkly arid domain. In 
the height of the Great Depression, the heroic construction of Hoover Dam -- an engineering achievement compared 
to the Pyramids or the Sphinx -- made the Colorado into the greatest single source of electricity in the world, 
inspiration for dam builders the world over, and proof that the fatal dryness of the Great American desert could be 
conquered. 
 
On the heels of the Hoover dam came a rush of hydroelectric dams, flood control dams, irrigation dams in California, 
Arizona, Montana, Washington, Oregon -- all engineering dryness and free-flowing rivers out of existence. Some 55 
dams were built on the Columbia River and its tributaries alone -- including the colossal Grand Coulee; by 1956, 90 
percent of its salmon were gone and nearly every stretch of the Columbia was a reservoir. 
 
The same year, work began on the Glen Canyon Dam -- designed to generate both hydropower for Phoenix and 
revenue to pay for still more dams -- that would submerge 186 miles of canyonlands, destroying natural wonderland. 
Despite the last-minute efforts of the Sierra Club to stop the dam, the reservoir, named Lake Powell, was christened 
100 years to the day that Powell had passed through Glen CanyonWhen the Bureau of Reclamation turned next to 
building two dams in the Grand Canyon, the Sierra Club engaged in a bitter battle -- and finally swayed public opinion 
-- to block them. But saving Marble Canyon did not stop the flood of people drawn to new homes and new jobs in 
Arizona, leading to President Lyndon Johnson's authorization of the Central Arizona Project, the most expensive 
waterworks in Bureau history. Today, with double-digit growth in Phoenix, there's just not enough water to meet 
insatiable demand. Whereas the Hopi have lived in the desert for a thousand years on tiny amounts of water, 
Americans built swimming pools and huge irrigation farms in the desert sun -- with water from the Colorado. No river 
has been asked to do so much -- for so many -- with so little. 
 
WATER... for cities, for irrigation, for industry, for recreational/commercial use. All are essential. The availability of 
clean, abundant supplies of water is an assumption that underlies virtually every activity we undertake and every 
product we use. 
 
An alien viewing our aqua-green planet from space would never guess that the majority of the earth's 5.8 billion 
human inhabitants do not have access to a reliable, clean supply of water. After all, more than 70 percent of the 
world's surface is covered with water up to seven miles deep. The water bound to the earth would form a sphere half 
the diameter of the moon.  
 
But still there isn't enough water for everyone. Water delivery systems (aqueducts, dams and reservoirs, 
desalination) are prohibitively expensive, and access increasingly difficult. Aquifers are rapidly being depleted; lakes 
are shrinking due to diversions; wetlands are being devastated; most surface streams are overused. Pollution further 
limits these dwindling supplies.  
 
If all the planet's water fit in a gallon jug, available fresh water would equal only about a tablespoon. About 93 
percent of the planet's water is seawater; another 2 percent is locked in ice-caps and glaciers; vast reserves of fresh 
water underlie the planet's surface, but much of it is too deep to economically tap. 
 
The earth's total allotment of water has a volume of about 344 million cubic miles. Of this: 

* 315 million cubic miles (93%) is sea water!  
* 9 million cubic miles (2.5%) is in aquifers deep below the earth's surface;  
* 7 million cubic miles (2%) is frozen in polar ice caps;  
* 53,000 cubic miles of water pass through the planet's lakes and streams;  
* 4,000 cubic miles of water is atmospheric moisture;  
* 3,400 cubic miles of water are locked within the bodies of living things.  

 



 
2 

As population increases, so does the demand for fresh, safe water. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, 
water use in the United States alone increased from 330 million gallons a day in 1980 to 408 million gallons a day in 
1990--a huge leap despite a decade of considerable water-rationing.  
 
Water management in the United States has traditionally focused on manipulating the country's supplies of 
freshwater to meet the needs of users. The effects of this "supply management" approach--which resulted in the 
building of large dams and conveyance systems--have been felt in every sector of the economy, from municipal water 
supply to irrigation. Increasing development costs, capital shortages, government fiscal restraint, diminishing sources 
of water supply, polluted water, and a growing concern for the environment have forced water managers and 
planners to begin to rethink traditional approaches to management, and to experiment with new ones. Experts on the 
subject of water (supply and demand) in the western United States agree that we are in transition... from the era of 
water-supply development, to an era of water-demand management and conservation. Attention now and in the 
future will be centered on optimizing the use of existing surface-water projects rather than on the further development 
of large storage reservoirs and major aqueducts, on developing more efficient water application techniques, and on 
developing water conservation measures such as lining irrigation canals and installing more efficient plumbing fixtures 
in homes and office buildings.  
 

 
 
Agriculture accounts for the bulk of U.S. water use. The average American consumes 1,500 pounds of food each 
year. 1,000 gallons of water are required to grow and process each pound of that food. This means that in this 
country, in a single year, an average of 1.5 million gallons of water is invested in the food eaten by just one person. 
This 200,000-cubic-feet-plus of water-per-person would be enough to cover a football field four feet deep. 
 
Industry comes in second with an estimated 28 billion gallons of fresh water used everyday--that's seven trillion 
gallons per year--to make the products that are part of our everyday life: 
 

* 50,000 gallons are required to produce the rayon for an average living room carpet; 
* 40,000 gallons to produce steel for one automobile; 518 gallons for one tire; 
* 1,500 gallons to process a barrel of beer;  
* 100 gallons to make a pound of cotton;  
* 55 gallons to make one pound of synthetic rubber;  
* 24 gallons to make one pound of plastic.  

 
Inadequate supplies of water and often-conflicting plans for their use can lead to hard questions. Should our limited 
water supply be used to vitalize a large city, or would it be more productive if used to grow a crop? Should it be left in 
the stream for the convenience of fish and fishermen? Or would it play a more vital role if used to slurry coal down a 
pipeline? Should water-rich areas (such as the Pacific Northwest) sell water to water-short areas (such as the 
Southwest) via long-distance diversions? Which should be sacrificed, water quality--or jobs? Such questions have too 
often been answered with convenience and short-term gain as the determining factors. 
 
More efficient use of existing supplies can provide a partial answer: Repairing leaky pipes and canals, installing 
meters, and raising rates to encourage conservation are first steps frequently taken by utilities where further 
expansion is too expensive or simply impossible. 
 

 


