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A fundamentally new approach to water and human development will be needed during this new century
if we are to secure sufficient freshwater to meet the needs of some 9 billion people while at the same time
protecting the critical ecosystem services upon which the human economy depends. Signs of
unsustainable water use — including falling water tables, shrinking lakes, and the drying up of rivers and
streams — are widespread and spreading. In many regions, greater modification and appropriation of
freshwater systems for human purposes will yield greater costs than benefits and create the risk of
irreversible losses of species and ecosystem services. A new mindset is needed to guide water use and
management in this new century, one that views the human water economy as a subset of nature’s water
economy. Living within nature’s limits will require that societies satisfy the basic needs of people and
ecosystems before non-essential water demands are met. It will require on the order of a doubling of water
productivity. And it will require stronger institutions to encourage equitable sharing of water to alleviate
tensions within and between countries.
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