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MS. ERBE:  This week on a special edition of To the Contrary, we take an in-

depth look at how population growth affects water supply and shrinks the nation’s 

farmland.   

 

(Musical break.) 

 

MS. ERBE:  Hello, I’m Bonnie Erbe.  Welcome to To the Contrary, a discussion 

of news and social trends from diverse perspectives.  Up first, clean water.  There’s one 

natural commodity futurists predict may one day be more valuable than oil, water.  As the 

world’s population grows, even as conservation measures kick in, water shortages are 

growing.  In the U.S. western fights over water rights have existed since the West was 

settled by European immigrants.  Now, water shortages are growing more critical 

nationwide and spreading to the East.  We take a look at the impact the nation’s growing 

population has on this precious natural resource.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  2007 was a record year for Eastern U.S. water shortages.  The 

Associated Press reported in October, 2007, that quote, “an epic drought in Georgia 

threatens the water supply for millions.  Florida doesn’t have nearly enough water for its 

expected population boom.  The Great Lakes are shrinking.  Upstate New York’s 

reservoirs have dropped to record lows.  Across America, the picture is critically clear – 

the nation’s fresh water supplies can no longer quench its thirst.”  End quote.  That 

drought passed, but water shortages in the East are becoming more a common place.     

 

MR. CHARLES KONRAD:  We look at the southeastern United States, there was 

a long time – long time period in which droughts were not that serious, but we’ve had 

two major droughts here over the last decade.  And at the same time – and I think what’s 

really made it a real issue in terms of water supply is that we’ve had a lot of people 

moving into these urban areas.  These areas have grown rapidly.  And so basically the 

water gets used a lot more quickly.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Some scientists say efficiencies in water usage, treatment plants, and 

conservation measures have helped close the gap for the past three decades.  But we’ve 

reached their upper limits, making it a good news-bad news situation.   

 

MR. UPMANU LALL:  The good news is that, yes, we are more sustainable than 

we were before.  The bad news is that we have actually had very little investment in 

water and waste water infrastructure in aggregate in that time period.  So we have exacted 

efficiency through small improvements and now we’re at a situation where our needs are 

much greater because of the higher population.  But our capacity to solve the needs is 

limited and the buffer we have because of lack of efficiency is also gone.   

 



MS. ERBE:  As our water supplies strain under the constantly increasing demands 

of population growth, ground water is being pumped faster than it’s being replenished.  

Underground aquifers, the source of about 60 percent of the U.S.’s fresh water, are being 

depleted.  And surface water in lakes and rivers is endangered by our increasing 

population demands.   

 

Tim Barnett is a marine physicist at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography.  His 

predictions are science based factual and blunt.  An Arizona newspaper called him “the 

Cassandra of Southwest water supply,” because his recent predictions have all come true, 

including severe shortages and government imposed limitations on water usage.  His 

specialty is western water supplies and the seven states that now rely heavily on the 

quickly depleting Colorado River.   

 

MR. TIM BARNETT:  As we go into the future, there will be less and less water 

to divide between more and more people.  And again, you don’t have to be a rocket 

scientist to see that there are going to be shortages, that there is going to be rationing, that 

there is going to be more draconian measures taken to make sure that what water is 

available is shared.   

 

MS. ERBE:  American culture has become quite adept at ignoring many of the 

perils created by human demand for natural resources that cannot keep up with 

population growth.  Knowing what we now know, we should not be surprised when local 

areas, even whole states run into severe water shortages.  We also need to understand 

growing U.S. population demands on water supply have created new problems that were 

unheard of decades ago.  A whole new generation of medical, industrial, and agricultural 

chemicals is flowing into the water supply.  They make water conservation much more 

difficult.   

 

MR. LALL:  What we are looking at is a higher population leading to higher 

release of pollutants into the environment, a fixed treatment capacity, which means that 

the dosage of contaminants per individual is most likely going to go up.  And that’s – so 

in terms of disease and longevity of life issues, that’s where the impact is likely to come.  

And since we have shared water systems, unless individuals start treating their own water 

supplies, this is going to be crosscutting across all segments of the population, rich or 

poor.   

 

MS. ERBE:  As with all shortages, there are several approaches to help increase 

winnowing water supplies.  One, as mentioned above, is greater conservation.  But many 

scientists believe without massive infusions of tax dollars, we won’t have the 

infrastructure to clean, transport, or store more water.   

 

MR. LALL:  So we are at a time where we really need to invest significantly in 

improving the capacity of the water systems.  And this refers both to the ability to store 

water to cover droughts, and to the ability to treat water or reuse waste water so that you 

have a better buffering capacity from both ends.  And this really is a major challenge that 



we need to focus on and has not been thought through adequately in either President 

Obama’s infrastructure initiatives or in the previous administration’s initiatives.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Another less expensive way is to look at ways to curb U.S. 

population growth.  Census data show our current population is at 308 million people, up 

from 150 million 60 years ago.  In just the next 40 years, we are projected to rise to 439 

million people or almost one and a half times our present population by mid century.  

Most recent and projected U.S. population growth is as a result of immigration trends.   

 

MR. STEVE CAMAROTA:  It would be a mistake to somehow say that the 

depletion of any natural resource in the United States is quote, “due to immigrants.”  

However, population growth is an important part of thinking about our natural 

environment in the United States obviously.  And immigration is mainly what drives it.  

The average American woman only has about two children on average.  So the arrival of 

new people from abroad, immigration, plus the children that they have once they’re here 

is the primary engine, adding over two million new people to the U.S. population each 

year.   

 

MS. ERBE:  So the choices are huge infusions of taxpayer dollars into the water 

treatment, transport, and storage systems, more government mandated restrictions on 

water usage, or curbing population growth.  But without some or all of these, most 

scientists agree the way we use water now is unsustainable over the long term.   

 

MR. BARNETT:  In the future, there’s going to be less water, and that means 

we’re simply going to have to find ways to make it go further.  There is no more.  We’re 

using what there is and that’s the way it is.  So again, thinking ahead to more people, 

same amount of agriculture that’s going on today, no, the future does not look 

sustainable.   

 

MS. ERBE:  An unstable supply of a required natural resource can often produce 

grave results.   

 

MR. ROY BECK:  As you look at history, fights over water have driven all kinds 

of warfare forever.  And so much of this does have to do with keeping the peace.  And I 

think that our refusal to look and see what high immigration is doing to our population 

growth and what that population growth is doing to our ability to handle things like 

droughts, things like – of some pestilence that suddenly gives us a couple of years where 

our crops are producing – that kind of failure to come to grips with that is really a failure 

to have any concern over peaceful coexistence.   

 

(End video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  So Jessica Vaughan, you just wrote a paper on – or edited a paper on 

Southwest water supplies.  Are we coming to the point where – I know in California, they 

have severe restrictions, but are we going to start seeing those kinds of things in the East 

Coast any time soon?   



 

MS. VAUGHAN:  Very likely.  The Southwest is a unique case because the 

environment there is very fragile.  And yes, we’ve had droughts there since the 1990s, but 

– 

 

MS. ERBE:  Or since the 1800s.  (Laughter.)   

 

MS. VAUGHAN:  – well, I was going to say.  If you look at those in the 

perspective of the last thousands of years of history, we haven’t seen anything yet.  What 

we consider a drought is actually pretty much better than normal for that part of the 

world.  So the population growth that that area has experienced, which is due largely to 

immigration, is simply unsustainable.  There already is not enough water to sustain the 

population there.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Well, how is it working?  If you say there’s not enough now, how 

come nobody’s dying of lack of water?   

 

MS. VAUGHAN:  Well, there’re still some – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Or there aren’t wars in the West as there were in the 1800s over 

water rights?   

 

MS. VAUGHAN:  – well, some civilizations were wiped out, I think, because of 

droughts.  But there’s still some water that’s been banked from the years of lots of 

rainfall, but the water that’s there has been a lot of it diverted to California, which uses 

water very differently than some other places, but the real engine there driving 

consumption of water is the number of people who live there.  These are cities that were 

just tens of thousands of people living in them at the beginning of the century.  Now, 

there’s tens of millions of people living in those areas.  And they’re simply not able to 

support that kind of a population growth.   

 

MS. ERBE:  From water, to land.  Food security isn’t something talked very 

often, but the fact is America’s rising population is affecting our food supply chain in 

very important ways.  Farmland is disappearing at an alarming rate as farms are sold off 

and developed into suburban housing, shopping malls, and transportation systems.  In the 

second segment of our two-part series, we took a closer look at why this is happening and 

what needs to be done about it.   

 

(Begin video segment.)   

 

MS. ERBE:  The American Farmland Trust is the only national environmental 

organization devoted entirely to preserving farms.  On its website are the following grim 

statistics: “we lost farm and ranchland 51 percent faster in the 1990s than in the 1980s.  

We’re losing our best land, most fertile and productive the fastest.  Our food is 

increasingly in the path of development.  Wasteful land use is the problem, not growth 

itself.” 



 

MS. JULIA FREEDGOOD:  We’re losing about a million acres a year so that’s – 

over the course of the last 30 years since the American Farmland Trust has been in 

existence, that’s about 30 million acres. 

 

MS. ERBE:  There’s a healthy debate in environmental circles about why 

farmland is disappearing so quickly, whether the loss is so great as to threaten America’s 

ability to feed itself and what should be done about it.  Some environmentalists see 

farmland loss as largely an East Coast phenomenon.   

 

MS. CAROLINE NIEMCZYK:  In the East Coast, it’s really a problem.  We have 

enormous stretches of farmland in the Midwest and the Far West and that’s of all types, 

ranching and citrus production in California, vegetables.  We’ve got a lot of mixed use in 

the Mississippi Valley.  But we are finding in the East Coast that it’s harder and harder to 

maintain what really have become small family farms.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Others disagree and say farmland supply in the west is dangerously 

dwindling too, that land is still more widely available in the west but not prime farmland.  

What most environmentalists see as the solution is something called smart growth. 

 

MS. FREEDGOOD:  So what we need is actually to have better cities, more 

livable cities, tighter knit communities, more compact development, make more land 

available for farming so that we can feed more people. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Smart growth was first proposed in the 1970s.  In the intervening 40 

years, Americans have done nothing but tear up farmland in ever larger chunks.  The 

appetite for suburban sprawl seems unlimited and the political will for smart growth non-

existent.  So others look to what’s driving this massive paving over of farmland and say 

the solution may lie elsewhere.  

 

MR. ROY BECK:  The desire of people to move out of really crowded conditions 

in cities, which has been the American kind of way forever, does cause a lot of this.  You 

could have no population growth at all and farmland would be under pressure.  But then, 

when you figure that this country is growing by more than three million people a year, 

three million people.  Just think of all the housing that that requires, all the shopping 

areas, the places to work, the schools, the hospitals – you just name all that stuff.  Three 

million people a year.  So there’s not much chance for farmland to survive around cities. 

 

MS. ERBE:  America’s major cities were founded close to or on prime farmland 

so early farmers could easily reach more heavily populated areas where they could sell 

their crops.  As cities grew overtime, they expanded out and over the best farmland.  In 

the 1990s, according to the Farmland Trust, prime land was developed 30 percent faster 

proportionally than the rate for non-prime rural land.  Marginal farmland depletes a lot 

more natural resources than prime land when it is farmed.  It requires more water and 

irrigation to grow crops and produces less per acre.  The Farmland Trust reports some 86 

percent of U.S. fruits and vegetables and 63 percent of dairy products are produced on 



prime farmland in urban-influenced areas or near cities.  That means much of that land 

will soon be consumed by pavement and manmade structures too. 

 

MS. FREEGOOD:  There’s new data from the Economic Research Service that 

shows that we’re 13 million acres short of fruit and vegetable production to meet 

everybody’s daily requirements. 

 

MS. ERBE:  As the supply of prime farmland and fresh produce dwindles, 

Americans in turn grow more and more dependant on imported foods.  According to the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture, we now import 79 percent of fish and shellfish, 32 

percent of fruits and nuts, and 13 percent of vegetables.  When we import more food, we 

increase our trade balance deficit.  We spend more food money on fuel for transportation.  

We rely more heavily on other countries.  So disruptions in those markers affect our food 

prices and supply chain.  But are we facing a shortage so serious that we could run out of 

food to feed ourselves? 

 

MR. BECK: We would be able to feed ourselves if we all went to rice and beans 

diet.  And in a lot of ways, we might be better off if we didn’t require as much land, 

especially for the animal food that we have.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Animal food production requires many times the amount of land, 

water, and fuel for transport on average than does produce.  But even if Americans switch 

to a diet of rice and beans, our increasing dependency on foreign food is increasing our 

consumption of the wrong foods too.  

 

MS. FREEDGOOD:  There’s a high correlation between food access and obesity 

or lack of food access and obesity.  And if you’re not producing enough fruits and 

vegetables and the price of fruits and vegetables is expensive, then those aren’t the foods 

that people are choosing to eat.  They’re choosing to eat the cheap foods that tend to be 

really high in calories and salt and sugar and so on.  

 

MS. ERBE:  Any Volvo driving Brie-eating yuppie understands there’s renewed 

interest in locally grown organic farmers’ market produce.  These markets have sprung 

up in well-to-do city and suburban neighborhoods.  But locally grown foods still 

comprises a very small percentage of fresh foods sold on national scale because it can be 

expensive.  So with dependence on foreign foods rising and destruction of prime 

farmland increasing, what else can be done to prevent overdevelopment of farmland?  

 

MR. BECK:  You have all these big population centers that just keep growing and 

growing and they grow immediately into great farmland.  And you can’t grow by three 

million a year, really, without destroying.  What’s diving the three million a year?  Well, 

long term is all immigration. 

 

(End video segment.) 

 

MS. ERBE: So Anne Manetas, welcome to the panel.  Thank you for joining us. 



 

MS. MANETAS:  Thank you for having me. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Is our only way to curb this growth – and three million a year, I 

believe one million legal, two million illegal to stop immigration at this point?  Do we 

have other alternatives? 

 

MS. MANETAS:  Well, the fact of the matter is you really have to deal with both 

but yes, we’re growing by that three million a year, 1.7 approximately and that is due to 

immigration.  And we’re on track to lose another 50 million acres of farmland over the 

next 40 years.  But if we were to move to replacement level fertility rates and combine 

that with replacement level immigration rates – we already have replacement level 

fertility – we could save up to 20 million acres of the farmland.  So it is – you really do 

need to deal with that. 

 

MS. ERBE:  In a year or what are you talking – overtime? 

 

MS. MANETAS:  Over the next 40 years, we could save about 20 million acres 

of land if we move to replacement level immigration rates. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Congresswoman Norton, I remember having a discussion with you a 

while back off camera, not on camera, but we talked about immigration and you referred 

to smart growth.  And the fact is smart growth has not – it’s been around for 40 years and 

nobody’s paying attention to it.  In those 40 years we’re using up more prime farmland, 

our suburbs are sprawling more and more.  Americans don’t want it and they’re not going 

to use it.  So what do you do to prevent the kind of disaster that’s clearly brewing here? 

 

DEL. NORTON:  Well, one of the most important things to remember in a market 

economy is that if you put some prime land on the market and you allow that land to go 

on the market, you are yourself through the way you zone encouraging exactly what’s 

happened.  You’ve got to use your zoning laws.  You can’t just say we don’t want 

anymore people, we don’t want anymore babies.  Zoning is right in your hands.  Now, if 

you want to re-zone that for more suburban sprawl, you weren’t doing it.  And that’s 

something we could do today.  The rest of this is – 

 

MS. ERBE:  Are you saying – running a county commission in the country that’s 

not more concerned about getting in development because they see it as inflating taxes in 

the area so they can have more money to run their governments.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  Don’t mistake where people who are already there are.  They 

don’t want anymore people.  And so, if you would concentrate on – 

 

MS. ERBE:  But have you seen any movement – the only thing I know and I’m 

intimately full disclosure – I’m about to get a check from a county where I own a farm 

because I’m selling the development rights – but these programs – but they’re very rare.  

This particular county in Maryland only set this program up two years ago.  The ones that 



have them in place are now running out of money because they get it on real estate taxes 

and real estate sales are way down as we know in the recession.  So even though this has 

been going on in localities is not going to resolve the farmland reduction we’re running 

into.  

 

DEL. NORTON:  You can’t do it by localities.  That is to say if you want to deal 

with smart growth, which by its nature spreads throughout the state, it’s got to be done at 

the state level.  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  But you cannot deny the fact that immigration is a significant 

contributor to why we have this type of sprawl and why we have this growth in 

population centers that’s moving outside – 

 

MS. ERBE:  And why it’s not talked about more? 

 

MS. SETMAYER:  – because it’s multifaceted, just like the congresswoman said 

that through zoning laws you can control these things.  Well, we could easily control our 

borders and lock them down, fix our immigration system, punish the employers that are 

giving the incentives to have people come over here and work illegally.  The agriculture 

business it’s over 50 percent workers are illegal so we’re facilitating the ability for these 

folks to come here and work.  And then, we complain when they bring their families over 

and then you’ve got 12 to 20 million illegals in this country.  

 

MS. ERBE:  But let me ask you this.  Isn’t there also – if you talk about – and 

your father is Central or South American, right?   

 

MS. SETMAYER:  Central American.   

 

MS. ERBE:  Okay.  But when you talk about this in public, do you not get 

accused of racism for being anti-Hispanic?  

 

MS. SETMAYER:  No because it’s about rule of law.  It wouldn’t matter if they 

were coming from wherever they were coming from.  It doesn’t matter.  It just so 

happens that it’s predominantly Central America, South America because it’s easier to 

get here.  They’re connected to us.  And what’s going on in Mexico – it’s a failed state 

almost in Mexico.  It’s almost a narco state at this point so I understand why people are 

fleeing to come here but we also, as Americans, it’s besides the fact that it bids down 

wages for American workers who are in double-digit unemployment for Americans.  It’s 

a national security issue as well.  We need to control our borders and population growth 

also contributes to benefits, what’s going on here, services.  These are all things that are 

combined that need to be addressed immediately. 

 

MS. CARNAHAN:  I think it would be interesting to see a study with the urban 

sprawl and the subdivisions, how many people are immigrants that are living in those 

homes because my experience, from what I’ve seen, these are nice homes.  They’re 

middle to upper middle income people who are living in them.  There’s still plenty of 



room in the cities, abandoned departments and there’s all kinds of space to put people.  I 

just don’t think we can put everything on immigration on go, the bad immigrants, the bad 

immigrants.  They’re the ones causing all of this.  I think there’s some others thing to 

look at here. 

 

MS. ERBE:  Isn’t there a distinction between immigrants and mass immigration 

which is what we have here now?  The point is we tried smart growth.  Americans don’t 

want it and they’re paying no darn attention to it.  

 

MS. MANETAS:  Absolutely.  Census Bureau data and U.S. Department of 

Agriculture data show that population growth over the past decades has accounted for 

about 50 percent of our sprawl.  So it really is both and of our population growth, the 

majority right now is due to immigration.  I don’t think people are saying this is 

immigrants’ fault.  Of course not.  And I think Americans generally understand that this 

is about the numbers.  This is not about race. 

 

MS. ERBE:  We hope you enjoyed this special edition of To the Contrary.  And 

whether your views are in agreement or to the contrary, please join us next time.   

 

(END) 

 


