
2

Global Water Crisis and National 
Security

Societies and civilizations formed around rivers and lakes or near other sources 
of fresh water. Where no permanent supply existed, entire societies grew as 
nomadic cultures that followed the seasonal patterns of rain. Water is the most 
plentiful natural resource on the planet. Over two-thirds of the earth is covered 
by water, more than 97 percent of it found in the oceans. According to water statistics 
compiled by the United Nations (UN), however, the total usable supply of fresh 
water amounts to less than 1 percent.1

Unlike other natural resources such as oil, water is infinitely renewable, but the 
supply remains finite. As demands increase, the competition for water intensifies, 
not only among nation-states but also within countries. Even the United States 
is not exempt from this phenomenon, as reflected by the following headlines: 
“Atlanta’s Water War Is First in a Gathering Flood,” “Vegas Goes to War over 
Water,” “River Pumping Proposal Sparks North Jersey Water War,” “Fees and 
Anger Rise in California Water War,” and “Water War with Mexico Looms 
in Southwest.”2 Fortunately, as noted by the UN Development Programme, 
we “resolve water disputes in courts of law. But across much of [Africa and] 
the developing world competition for water is intensifying at an alarming rate, 
giving rise to intense—and sometimes violent—conflict.”3 Due to the demand 
for water in most parts of the world, rivers, lakes, and aquifers have become vital 
to a nation’s security and, thus, a motive for war. Already “over 1.4 billion people 
currently live in river basins where the use of water exceeds minimum recharge 
levels, leading to the desiccation of rivers and depletion of groundwater. . . . The 
number of countries in shared basins—145, account[s] for more than 90% of the 
world’s population. More than 30 countries are located entirely within trans-
boundary basins.”4

The report Global Water Security: Intelligence Community Assessment predicts 
that “a number of countries (or regions within countries) are already experiencing 
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high ‘water stress.’ . . . Such areas include the western United States, northern 
Africa, southern Africa, the Middle East, Australia and parts of south Asia and 
China.” Moreover, “as water shortages become more acute beyond the next 10 
years, water in shared basins will increasingly be used as leverage; the use of water 
as a weapon or to further terrorist objectives also will become more likely beyond 
10 years.”5

In the twenty-first century, the global water crisis has already claimed more 
lives through disease than have wars, insurgencies, and terrorism. More people 
die each year from drinking dirty water than from all the world’s natural disasters.6 
Each year, unclean water and poor sanitation contribute to the death of about 
1.5 million children from diarrhea.7 The economic devastation generated by this 
crisis is unequaled by the aftermath associated with violent conflicts. Clearly, this 
phenomenon should figure among the acute challenges to national security 
strategy or occupy an equal or more prominent footing with transnational terrorism, 
criminal organizations, the proliferation of nuclear weapons, and the spread of 
deadly technologies.
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