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‘Water’ We Gonna Do?
Political Deadlock & the West’s Coming Mega-drought

Kathleene Parker

I was going to write about population, water and the Southwest, largely where 
I’m still headed.  But then came headlines about the Occupy Movement; an essay 
on the Cassandra dilemma, and my ongoing frustration that a nation founded on 
the core concept of majority rule today has none, why—although the fact is little 
recognized—we are paralyzed on critical issues. 

The founders fought the Revolutionary War to end “the tyranny of the few over 
the many,” sadly, pretty much the system we have devolved into.  We no longer 
have the “few” of English royalty, but we have the few of powerful lobbyists and 
campaign contributors.

Elected officials were, once upon a time, obligated to vote in a way that repre-
sented the wishes of the majority of those they, well, represented—that in a time 
when an angry constituency might happily resort to tarring and feathering. 

Our minority-rule system today 
is predicated on:

elected officials’ seemingly un-
breakable ties to campaign-finance 
sources (the few) 

their exclusive focus on critical 
voting blocs (the few), rather than 
the majority

  a preoccupation with the next 
“election cycle,” rather than the 
long-term good of the nation cater-
ing to the overly powerful “elites” 
(the few) 

that the Occupy Movement 
rightly condemn  as CBS News re-
vealed on “60 Minutes,” outright 
Congressional corruption. 

The news program showed how 
the only people who can do in-
sider trading legally are members 
of Congress.  Curiously, after “60 
Minutes” broke the story, a bill to 
correct the problem, which had 
languished for lack of sponsors, 
was suddenly awash in them, as an 
outraged Nancy Pelosi and John 
Boehner could do little more than 
bluster during “60 Minutes” inter-
views about their possible enrich-
ment as a result of insider trading.

I recently read “The Quiet Coup,” 
(The Atlantic, May 2009) by a for-
mer chief economist at the Inter-
national Monetary Fund stating 
that if the United States needed a 
loan from that organization—of-
ten a last resort for developing na-
tions—it would be denied for the 
same reason that many developing 
nations are:  corruption!  The prob-
lem, from author Simon Johnson’s 
view, is that the finance industry 
has “effectively captured our gov-
ernment,” with him defining how 
recovery will fail unless we break 
the financial oligarchy that blocks reform.

Congress focuses solely on economic issues even as it ignores environmental, 
education, health-care, infrastructure, and other critical crises—without realiz-
ing that those are all the very foundations of long-term economic well-being and, 
certainly, the ability of all systems to evolve and adapt to a changing world.

Now, to the Cassandra dilemma.  I receive daily—and, to me, critical—emails 
from Population Media.  Much of their work targets women in developing na-
tions.  These include family-planning messages and progressive role models fea-
tured in radio and television soap operas.  Their emails, available upon request 
at www.populationmedia.org/who/subscribe-to-pmc / , are gathered from news 
sources and professionals around the world and are about population, global 
warming, species extinctions, agriculture, biodiversity, water and women’s is-
sues, such as the recent, “The men behind the war on women,” about the influ-

ence of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (the few) on Congress.
The nation’s nearly 70 million Catholics—nearly one-in-four Americans—de-

serve representation, but the essay indicates that even Catholics go unrepresent-
ed.  One 2008 poll showed that 98 percent of sexually active Catholic women use 
birth control, 83 percent of those who attend mass weekly.  A Pew poll showed 
that only 21 percent believe abortion should be illegal, while 59,000 nuns sent a 
letter to Congress in 2010 urging the passage of healthcare reform, despite the 
bishops’ opposition because the bill would allow federal subsidy of abortions.  
We got another example of this recently when a right-to-life effort in Missis-
sippi was turned down resoundingly by voters, illustrating, if nothing else, that 
far-right religious voters might not be as many or as extreme as depicted in the 
media.   Yet, this is an example of how the few hold sway over the many.

Another recent Population Me-
dia transmission was an essay by 
Kurt Dahl about the Cassandra di-
lemma.  Cassandra was the beauti-
ful daughter of royalty from ancient 
Troy.  The god, Apollo, fell in love 
with her and bestowed upon her 
the ability to know the future.  But 
when she refused him, he cursed 
her by making it so that no one 
would believe her predictions, as 
Dahl wrote, “a frustrating curse in 
the extreme,” as she tried, in vain, 
to warn of the danger of the Trojan 
horse.

Dahl then says this is where we 
are today.  Many see the loom-
ing dangers of climate disruption, 
peak oil, water depletion, soil deg-
radation, species extinction, and 
human population growth and 
fear a disaster, as Dahl writes, “of 
unimaginable proportions.” Yet, 
we get no action to address those 
problems even though there could 
be only a small window of oppor-
tunity.

Dahl attributes this to apathy, 
denial and false hope, certainly 
true.  But I think it also harkens 
back to “the tyranny of the few over 
the many.” Even if most Ameri-
cans are concerned about climate 
disruption, (I believe most are), 
we have nowhere to go for repre-
sentation—certainly not elected of-
ficials whose purse strings are held 
by powerful energy lobbies, who 
see not an opportunity in fighting 
climate disruption but an obstacle.  
That is tragic, since China sees that 
opportunity and has captured the 
market in solar technologies, with 
fog-bound Germany close behind.  
As clearly defined in Tom Fried-
man’s Hot, Flat and Crowded, a na-

tion that grew based on innovation is no longer innovative nor willing to change 
outdated utility regulations—the few again.

Now to water and the American Southwest. It is telling that the first online 
comment about a January 2012 Scientific American article about an impend-
ing water crisis in the Southwest—of perhaps catastrophic proportions—read, 
“…those who follow U.S. politics will immediately recognize that nothing will 
happen until a crisis is undeniable, and probably not even then.” That’s cynical, 
but accurate because water is another issue where we have no representation, 
although another hurdle is that 99 percent of the people have no clue where their 
water comes from or how vulnerable the supply.  

Scientists have long cautioned that the Southwest would be hit first, worst and 
hardest by climate disruption, but more troubling is what could happen if the 
Southwest simply returns to the usual far drier norms. 
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“Jim Stiles holds up a mirror to those of us
living in the American West, exposing issues we 

may  not want to face.  We are all complicit in the 
shadow side of growth. His words are born not so 

much out of anger but a broken heart.
He says he writes elegies for the landscape he loves, 

that he is  “hopelessly clinging to the past.”
I would call Stiles a  writer from the future.

Brave New West is a book of import because of 
what it chooses to expose.”

-- Terry Tempest Williams
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Key is that our “leaders”  (a term I always use now with quotes) are moving 
forward on growth on the assumption that precipitation levels from 1960 to 1995 
were the norm, but tree-ring and other research refute that.

Stark reality lost on just about everyone in the Southwest is that the region 
has been drier—often much, much, much drier—with a number of catastrophic, 
sometimes civilization-breaking droughts dotting its history, such as one that 
turned the prehistoric Hohokum’s amazing irrigation system at today’s Phoenix 
to dust, triggering famine.

Recent years, 2000, 2002 and 2011 brought droughts to the Southwest, each 
triggering massive tree die offs and wildfires of biblical proportions, such as this 
year’s Wallow Fire in Arizona and the Las Conchas Fire—visible at night as an ee-
rie ghost fire smoldering across miles of mountain side after its first catastrophic 
blowup.  The Wallow burned over 800 square miles (half-a-million acres) and the 
Las Conchas burned over 150,000 acres. For perspective, the 1996 Dome Fire, at 
the time the largest wildfire in state history, burned a mere 16,600 acres!

Yet, these “droughts,” including the infamous 1930s drought or the “Fifties 
drought,” when placed in the context of Southwestern history, barely show as 
droughts! 

Key is that the 20th century was the wettest century in nearly 2,000 years.
A 40-year drought in the mid-1500s hit much of the continent, but most es-

pecially the Southwest.  As one climatologist commented, “There’s no way that 
large human populations would be able to live (in the Southwest) in that.  It was 
not a good time.”

And, severe droughts occurred in the late 1300s, contributing to the abandon-
ment of cities in the Four Corners area. Drought dominated much of the 1400s 
and the mid-1700s.  A 1680s drought was worse than the 1950s drought and 
helped trigger the successful uprising against Spaniards by the Pueblos in New 
Mexico who had been forced to turn over most of their harvests to their captors.

Such mega-droughts were likely triggered by routine temperature changes in 
the Atlantic and Pacific, part of normal Southwest weather trends—trends likely 
to grow more extreme with global warming. 

On other side of the coin—the one we humans have control over—is that the 
region is the fastest growing region of this the world’s third most populated na-
tion, behind only China and India.

As I argued in a recent paper for the Center for Immigration Studies (http://
www.cis.org/southwest-water-population-growth) , there is insufficient water 
for the current population, as “leaders” operate on the assumption that the astro-
nomically high growth of the past century must (apparently, solely for economic 
reasons) continue, even as Phoenix is larger in physical size that Paris, San Fran-
cisco, Chicago and Washington, D.C., combined with the greater Salt River Val-
ley at over 4 million people, up from a paltry 5,554 citizens in 1900.   Las Vegas is 
over 2 million, up from 2,000 in 1920, a thousand-fold increase in less than 100 
years, a story common or exceeded in every major Southwestern city.  Denver, at 
over 2.5 million, up from 130,000 in 1900, is on the Atlantic watershed—where 
the Colorado’s waters were never meant to flow—but dependent upon Colorado 
River water diverted under or over the Rocky Mountains, an illustration of the 
adage that in the West, “Water flows uphill towards money.”

Such growth, common in the West, reflects rates, matched only by population-
explosion nations in Africa of 2 and 3 percent per-annum, or doubling times of 
35 to a mere 23 years, a stark reality absolutely lost (or dodged) on “leaders” and 
the media. 

The Colorado is the only major river in the region, since, as 20th Century hu-
morist Will Rogers summed up, the only other “big” river, the Rio Grande, is the 
only river he had seen that “looked like it needed to be irrigated,”  plus it too is 
over-allocated, improperly used and increasingly challenged by drought.

In the 1920s, the Colorado was legally apportioned, or divided, to the upper-
basin states (Colorado, Utah, Wyoming and New Mexico) and the lower-basin 
states (Arizona, Nevada, California) on the assumption the river carried 16.4 
million acre-feet a year, with 7.5 million acre feet allocated to each basin and the 
“excess” promised to Mexico.

But then, grim reality dawned as it was discovered the allocation was based on 
measurements on the river during the wettest period in 400 years. It was clear 
that 1.3 million acre feet more water was apportioned than would exist most 
years.

After tree-ring studies in the late 20th century, an even grimmer reality dawned:  
the flow will likely be 3 million acre feet less than allocated, something of not-

Such growth, common in the West, 
reflects rates, matched only by 
population-explosion nations in Africa 
of 2 and 3 percent per-annum, 
or doubling times of 35 to a mere 23 years, 
a stark reality absolutely lost (or dodged) 
on “leaders” and the media. 
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