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MARK SMITH ON SCARCITY
There is danger in water insecurities ratcheting up
wider insecurities and international tensions. We
find hot zones where international security is weak
already, where water scarcity is severe or increas-
ing, and where there are no international institu-
tions—such as transboundary river commissions—

to promote regional cooperation. If we look for
where these criteria are present, it points us to an
arc from Southwest Asia, through the Middle East,
and into parts of Northeast Africa.

Civil conflict over water is more likely and
more common at community levels and at inter-

THE BIG QUESTION
WILL GLOBAL CONFLICT FLOW FROM

THE QUEST FOR WATER SECURITY?

“Water, like religion and ideology, has the power to move millions of people. Since the very birth of
human civilization, people have moved to settle close to water. People move when there is too little of
it. People move when there is too much of it. People journey down it. People write and sing and dance
and dream about it. People fight over it. And all people, everywhere and every day, need it.”

—Mikhail Gorbachev, 2000
For centuries, mankind has struggled to allocate the earth’s water, and at times, competition for this
ultimate resource has led to conflict. Today, population growth, surging demands for food and biofuels,
global increases in living standards, and changing weather patterns mean there is even less water to go
around. Meanwhile, scant supply and inadequate regional and global management have fueled tensions
both within and between nations. The United Nations estimates 300 potential conflicts over water exist
around the world today. Ensuring the availability of water for consumption, sanitation, and industrial
production is becoming an ever more difficult task.

What is water’s role going forward—catalyst for conflict or conduit for cooperation? World Policy
Journal asked a panel of experts to weigh in on the panorama of water security issues around the globe.
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ethnic and inter-regional levels within nations. The
danger areas are where there are existing tensions
that water makes worse. But scarcity is a huge
contributor. Pollution will add to this, and climate
change means that in some places the situation is
dynamic.
Mark Smith is head of the Water Program at the Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN).

MICHAEL T. KLARE ON SECURITY
Water security is critical to the survival of countries
that have an insecure supply of water, which is a
large proportion of the nations of the world. Conflict
could occur when nations depend on a shared
source of water, like a shared river system or
aquifer. If there’s no agreement among the coun-
tries that depend on that shared resource on how
to divide it up, they often have disputes over the al-
location of water. Under these circumstances, if
one of the members of this shared system unilater-
ally takes more water from it than the other coun-
tries believe is its fair share—thereby depriving
others of an adequate supply—they could view
this as a threat to their survival. They then might re-
sort to a military response.

We live in a world of population growth, ur-
banization, and global warming. This is going to
make the competition for water more extreme.
Conditions are likely to deteriorate in the future, so
at some point the balance between cooperation
and conflict will tip in the direction of the latter.
Michael T. Klare is director of the Five College Program in
Peace and World Security Studies at Hampshire College,
and the author of Resource Wars: The New Landscape of
Global Conflict (Metropolitan Books, 2001).

SANDRA POSTEL ON ASIA’S MELT
Asia has about 60 percent of the world’s popula-
tion, but only 36 percent of its renewable fresh-

water. Climate change impacts bring an overlay of
new concerns, particularly in the receding glaciers
of the Himalayas and the Tibetan Plateau. The
great rivers of Asia—the Ganges, Brahmaputra, In-
dus, Mekong, Yangtze, and Yellow—are fed by
these glaciers, which are melting more rapidly than
scientists anticipated a few years ago. This will
alter the river flows that more than a billion people
depend on.

I think we’ll see increased tensions over how
to share water both within and between countries.
We should be concerned not only with outright
water wars, but with humanitarian crises and civil
unrest, both of which will increase as water
scarcity spreads. We are likely to see more climate
and ecological refugees. All of this will be very
destabilizing unless the global community
prepares for it. A multi-layered look at water
security—what it really means, and how to provide
it for people at the local, national, and international
levels—is going to be critical going forward.
Sandra Postel directs the independent Global Water
Policy Project, and lectures, writes, and consults on inter-
national water issues.

COLIN CHARTRES ON A DRY AUSTRALIA
Australia has suffered eight or nine years of fairly
severe drought in the south. It has therefore had to
look at the way water is governed, managed, and
allocated. Australian state and federal govern-
ments have introduced a range of policy and re-
form interventions, including separating water
rights from land rights and facilitating water trading
via the development of water markets.

This has allowed people to trade water for
more efficient use in high-value processes, such
as horticulture. And significant investments have
been made to improve infrastructure so that there’s
less leakage and more efficient on-farm use—
”more crop per drop”—with water savings being
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returned to the environment. But this has meant a
major adjustment in the rural community, not with-
out friction and pain for some farmers.

In India, demand for water is going to be 50
percent more than supply in 20–30 years time.
Other countries are predicting significant supply
gaps of that nature, including Australia. The prob-
lem is foreseeable and additional effort must be
made in looking at how governance, economics,
technology, and infrastructural improvements can
help us deal with this eventuality.
Colin Chartres is director general of the International Wa-
ter Management Institute.

ALANNICOL ON SHARING AFRICA’S BASINS
There are many examples of water as a contributor
to conflict, but rarely is it the sole cause. In sub-
Saharan Africa, the population in many countries is
set to double in the coming 40 years, placing
major pressure on access to water and land—the
essential elements in many societies.

In Ethiopia, for example, there are pressures
between farming communities and pastoralists,
and tensions over access to scarce resources—all
complicated further by social groups and political
boundaries. It is a potent mix. Unless there are
strategic decisions taken now about how to miti-
gate the conditions for future disputes, there is a
strong likelihood that low-intensity conflict in such
areas will increase.

Violence over water is most likely where other
intervening factors are particularly strong. Mix in
small arms, state failure (as in Darfur), weak gov-
ernance, and areas where conflict is likely to be
gravest are not hard to identify in terms of impact
on livelihoods, poverty, and loss of life.

In sub-Saharan Africa, economic growth will
determine the creation of jobs, which, in turn, will
generate social stability. How strategic decisions
are made to manage shared basins in the context

of regional economic integration will play a major
part in providing the overall context for future con-
flict avoidance by establishing broader conditions
for growth and development in Africa.
Alan Nicol is director of policy and programs at the World
Water Council.

ANTHONY TURTON ON HYDRO-APARTHEID
Water scarcity has a tendency to magnify existing
tensions—specifically over resource allocation—
and is often accompanied by poverty, low levels of
health and education, and consequently fewer op-
portunities to get a better share of the overall
wealth of that society. This can drive conflict, from
simmering discontent to violent incidents.

In South Africa, there is a long history of
resource misallocation, which was exacerbated
under apartheid when the white minority govern-
ment captured resources, specifically water, then
distributed these to its electorate to secure votes.
Today, simmering tensions surround the sensitive
issue of service delivery, of which water is a critical
component.

In 2008, there was an outbreak of xenophobic
violence that was unanticipated and particularly
vicious, and it is possible that this could be a
glimpse of what might come if the government fails
to respond adequately to the service-delivery
crisis. When the level of expectation by society
exceeds the capacity of government to deliver,
then violence can be an outcome.
Anthony Turton is vice president of the International Water
Resource Association and a professor at the Cente for
Environmental Management at the University of the Free
State in Bloemfontein, South Africa.

AARON WOLF ON TALKING IT OUT
Water has always been a subtext in relations
between Arabs and Israelis. Today, many aspects
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of the Arab-Israeli conflict have a water compo-
nent. The way things have played out there is a
microcosm of the worst-case scenario of how they
could play out elsewhere.

The situation in Palestine is dire. Its people
need more water for basic survival. But this intense
need can also be a vehicle for dialogue. When the
Arab-Israeli peace talks were designed in the
early 1990s, one of the five multilateral tracks
was water resources. That’s the only one of the
five tracks that still survives. More recently, Israel,
Jordan, and the Palestinians have agreed to
study the possibility of a canal from the Red Sea to
the Dead Sea that would bring desalinated water
to all three countries.

Because water is tied to everything that we
do, water is often what gets us in the room
when nothing else will. Today, in a lot of tense
regions in the world—from southern Africa to the
Caucasus—when people won’t talk about any-
thing else, often they’ll talk about water. But then,
once they’re in the room, because water is tied
to everything, they’re basically talking about
their shared vision of their future. This happens at
the international level (witness the ongoing negoti-
ations regarding use of the Nile and Mekong
basins) and the intra-national level, where com-
munities decide how to better manage their
watershed.

But in facilitating these dialogues, especially
between the West and the rest of the globe, we
must be conscious of the different worldviews that
exist. In many developing nations, it is common to
talk about water as a source of spiritual
healing, and as a unifying element in community
and culture. But the West tends to superimpose its
“rationality” and addiction to the quantifiable on
people who have a much different way of looking
at the world.

There are common languages and common
understandings, and recognizing that different

sets of values are integrally connected is criitcal to
building dialogue around the world.
Aaron Wolf is a professor of geography in the department
of geosciences at Oregon State University and director
of its program in Water Conflict Management and
Transformation.
KARIN M. KRCHNAK ON NATURE
Nearly ten years ago, the Pan African News
Agency reported a shocking incident of violence
over water: “As if to dramatize Africa’s water woes,
thirsty monkeys and starving villagers clashed
over drinking water near a trading post in northern
Kenya on Monday. Eight monkeys were killed, and
ten people injured in a fierce two-hour melee that
erupted when relief workers arrived and began
dispensing water in the drought-stricken village.
Locals said an acute drought has forced animals
to roam out of their habitats to seek water in human
settlements.”

Unfortunately, water issues are often dis-
cussed as finding a balance between humans and
nature. This continues the misconception that
maintaining water in the environment—as opposed
to in our cities, fields, or glasses—is somehow not
to the benefit of humans. Much work remains to be
done to find new and creative ways to slow and re-
verse the rapid loss of ecosystems, particularly in
the next half century when an additional three bil-
lion people will need to share in the use of our lim-
ited natural resources.
Karin M. Krchnak is senior adviser at The Nature Conser-
vancy, a leading conservation organization, and an envi-
ronmental lawyer.

The Big Question is a new multimedia project on the
World Policy Journal website. Additional discussions of
pressing global issues can be found online at
www.worldpolicy.org/wordpress.
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HIDDEN WATER
CROUCHING CONFLICT

In a famous scene in the movie Lawrence of
Arabia, Sheikh Sherif Ali ibn el Kharish kills a
Bedouin of a rival tribe. When asked by Lawrence
why he did this, Sherif Ali says: “He is nothing. The
well is everything. The Hashimi may not drink at our
wells. He knew that. Salaam.”

Almost 90 years after the time in which this
movie was set, the Middle East and North Africa re-
mains the most water-stressed region in the world.
With population increases, economic develop-
ment, greater irrigation, and near constant political
turmoil, water stresses are far worse now.

The region uses the largest percentage of its
renewable water resources and it has the lowest
per capita renewable water resources. Under-
standably, water fears have made it the region
with the largest proportion of surface freshwater
stored in reservoirs. Egypt’s Lake Nasser is the
most obvious example, but Iran, Iraq, Syria, and
Morocco have very large water storage areas
behind dams. Most countries in the region are con-
sidered either arid or hyper-arid, and many coun-
tries withdraw over 100 percent of their renewable
water resources.

It is no surprise then that the Middle East
countries with the largest stretches of irrigated
lands are those with the biggest reservoir
storage—apart for the apparent oddity of Saudi
Arabia, which has about 1.8 million hectares of
land under irrigation. The Saudis have been long
growing wheat and other crops in a desert that
was not made for such agriculture. It’s not a coun-
try known for its rivers. Violent flash floods often
surge, most often in the west and southwest,
through river beds, or wadis, which are dry most
of the year. The Saudis have more than 225 rela-
tively small dams to collect this water for storage
and irrigation. But these only capture about 0.9
cubic kilometers (km3) of water.

Saudi Arabia, however, consumes about
24 km3 of water, of which, astonishingly, 21 km3 is
used for irrigation. Where does the rest of this wa-
ter come from? Under the vast, furnace-like
deserts of the Arabian Peninsula lies an ocean of
freshwater larger than the Persian Gulf—but the
volume of these reserves is declining swiftly. Far
more is being pumped out of these gigantic, un-
derground aquifers to grow crops in the desert
than is percolating in to recharge these over-
exploited fields. According to some sources,
Saudi Arabia may have only 25–30 years of supply
left. What then?

The government has in recent years cut back
drastically on its wheat production and has recent-
ly requested or secured upwards of one million
hectares of land in countries ranging from Tanza-
nia to Indonesia for agricultural production. Saudi
Arabia is now also the largest producer of desali-
nated water on earth. The Saudis know that they
are draining their most precious natural resource:
not oil, but fresh water. The country’s massive un-
derground aquifers also feed the water supplies
of Iraq, Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, and Jordan. The
Gulf Cooperation Council has established a Water
Cooperation Committee and there have been dis-
cussions on establishing drinking water pipeline
grids and other infrastructure networks. However,
efforts to develop full-fledged cooperation, agree-
ments, data sharing, and treaties on shared water
have been spotty at best. The UN General Assem-
bly’s adoption by consensus of the Law of Trans-
boundary Aquifers could be a big step forward not
only here, but worldwide—if only the law could be
amended to not only encourage cooperation, but
impose action on states.

Massive water reserves also lie beneath large
parts of the Sahara Desert in North Africa. When
the Italians first began seeking oil in Libya in the
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early twentieth century they were frustrated by
finding more water than oil. These early drillers had
tapped the magnificent Nubian Sandstone Aquifer
System, the world’s largest collection of aquifers,
containing some 150,000 km3 of water, stretching
across Libya, Egypt, Chad, and Sudan. For the
past several decades, the Libyan government
has been building the Great Man-Made River
Project to bring this water to its coastal cities
and beyond. Among the largest engineering
projects ever undertaken, its goal is to transform
Libya from a desert nation into an agricultural
powerhouse.

Egypt, too, would like to tap this underground
water (in conjunction with water from Lake Nasser)
to help develop its arid western desert region. But
while Lake Nasser’s water is replenished by the
Nile River, the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer is “fossil
water”—a non-renewable deposit dating back to a
distant era when the Sahara was a tropical para-
dise. Some of this water has been sitting for more
than 40,000 years. Nobody knows for sure how
long these interconnected underground aquifers
will last as these two massive irrigation projects,
and other schemes that may come, increasingly
tap into them.

Not all hidden water in the region is fossil wa-
ter. Some underground aquifers are replenished
by mountain rains and other sources near and far.
The groundwater so important to Israel is replen-
ished by rains in Lebanon, Syria, the West Bank,
the Golan Heights, and beyond. However, this
groundwater is harvested much faster than it can
be replaced, increasing the levels of water and po-
litical stress. In Gaza, and in parts of southern Is-
rael, it has been so overexploited that salt water
from the Mediterranean has been increasingly
moving farther inland, contaminating underground
aquifers. Thus, Israel has been investing heavily in

desalination plants, including a very large facility in
Ashkelon. The stresses and strains among Israelis
and Palestinians have more to do with ground-
water quality and supply than one might think.
Many focus on land for peace. Perhaps they
should look more closely at what flows and is
stored under those contested lands.

Will the groundwater reserves of the Middle
East be a source of conflict or a source of peace?
They can be both. It depends on how the states
who share these aquifers develop their diplomatic
and economic relations on these issues. The four
countries atop the Nubian Sandstone Aquifer have
formed a cooperation group to manage the re-
sponsible use of this resource. However weak this
might be in practical terms, it is at least a small
step forward toward a more cooperative and
peaceful use of regional water.

To succeed, water agreements need to be
flexible, reactive to potentially very complex con-
tingencies, and focused on long-term sustain-
ability. However, the Middle East states that share
these hidden and shared waters are far from
putting pen to paper on even the simplest of un-
derground water treaties. Then, of course, there is
the ultimate wild card: global climate change. How
will this change the water relations of the region?
What additional strains will it bring?

What we do know for sure is that all Middle
East states have growing populations, likely
greater economic growth and development, and
thus significantly increased use of water in the
future. Let us hope the reserves of water lying
beneath prove to be a cooling influence, rather
than liquid gunpowder.•
Paul Sullivan is a professor of economics at the
National Defense University and adjunct professor
of security studies at Georgetown University.
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MAPROOM
WATER SCARCITY

The need for freshwater intimately connects the nearly 7 billion people on our planet. But while populations
and appetites increase, there’s less water to go around. These flash points illuminate the diverse effects of re-
gional water scarcity. Some nations face growing shortages and drought; others battle pollution and disease.
At times, armed conflicts have broken out over allocation, and flowing water (or the lack thereof) has created
deep divisions both within and across borders. Moreover, climate change presents new complexities, rapidly
melting glaciers, turning arable land to desert, and compounding this global crisis.

PHYSICAL WATER
SCARCITY

APPROACHING PHYSICAL
WATER SCARCITY

ECONOMIC WATER
SCARCITY

LITTLE OR NO
WATER SCARCITY

NOT ESTIMATED

With 0.5 percent of the global population sitting on 20
percent of the world’s freshwater, Canada is one nation that
could benefit from global water scarcity. While it exports
other natural resources, Canada has thus far refused to
part with its water—a number of laws ban hydro-exports.
But the rising value of water worldwide could force some
new thinking. A recent report suggests Quebec could raise
$8.5 billion a year by reversing the flow of three rivers to
generate power and export water to the United States.

Quito, Ecuador's capital, is home to 1.5 milion people but 0
square miles of water. The city imports 100 percent of its
potable water—more than 4.5 billion gallons a month—from the
Ecuadorian Condor Bioreserve, a 5.4-million-acre natural land-
scape of Andean peaks, forests, and rivers. The rivers stem
from two melting glaciers, but one of the major arteries, the Rio
Pita, has seen flows decrease by 50 percent in the past 20
years, and some glaciologists believe that many of the Andean
glaciers could be gone within the next few decades.

Freshwater runoff from the Greenland Ice Sheet is project-
ed to double by the end of this century, rapidly accelerating a
rise in sea levels. Its melt is already responsible for a quarter of
the global sea rise. But thawing glacial streams may provide
Greenland with a welcome source of hydropower as well as ac-
cess to vast oil and mineral reserves thought to lie beneath the
ice shelf. Newly won self-rule puts such deposits under local
control, but autonomy will leave an annual $680 million hole in
subsidies now paid by Denmark. And exploiting these new re-
sources threatens even greater environmental consequences.

Decades of warfare and blockades have left Gaza’s water facilities di-
lapidated. The Beit Lahia sewage treatment plant can process only half its in-
put, draining the rest into nearby lagoons where partially treated waste leaks
into the underground Coastal Aquifer. Drought compels Gazans to dig hun-
dreds of unauthorized wells to tap the aquifers at triple the rate they are re-
plenished. Barely 10 percent meet World Health Organization standards.



Wealthy nations are increasingly seeking access to
cheap, lush farmland in developing countries, especially in
Africa. In Tanzania alone, 50,500 acres have been pur-
chased by British companies to produce biofuel and 300
acres by China's Chongqing Seed Corp for rice production.
But these deals are dwarfed by Saudi Arabia’s purchase of
500,000 acres to grow wheat and other water-intensive
crops that are increasingly expensive to grow in the desert.
Worldwide, 15–20 million acres of farmland were sought or
secured by foreign investors in the past three years.

Central Asia and Eastern Europe hold about 12 percent
of the world's renewable water supply—but half of this
water is wasted or contaminated. Plans to divert the flow of
Siberian rivers that now flow to the Arctic to supply irriga-
tion to the Central Asian steppes were seriously considered
by the Soviet Union. The proposal was shelved in 1986, but
leaders in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, even Moscow,have ex-

pressed renewed interest in the river-diversion scheme.

Some 140 million Chinese depend on the Yellow River for
water, but with massive and unbridled irrigation it now dries
out before it reaches the sea some 200 days each year. While
the rapidly melting Himalayan glaciers may be increasing the
total volume of the flow for the moment, the river still cannot
meet demand. Worse, the glaciers are expected to disap-
pear within the next 25 years. In this rapidly developing coun-
try, 300 million Chinese still do not have access to safe,
potable water and 750 million lack modern sanitation and
sewage. China’s eleventh Five-Year Plan projects $38 billion
in spending to improve urban wastewater treatment.

Last year’s lack of rainfall and ris-
ing temperatures, added to the
worst drought in a century, left Aus-
tralian farmers with a rice harvest
that was barely 1 percent of the
yield nine years ago. But the short-
ages have sparked a surge in new
water management technologies. A
new pipeline system delivers 100
billion liters of recycled water to 320
farmers, saving South Australia
some $1 billion. The global market
for water products, services, and
technologies is estimated in the
trillions of dollars, and necessity has
pushed Australian firms to the fore-
front of these new technologies.

Cyprus and Malta are two of Europe's most water-
threatened countries—but for very different reasons. In
the summer of 2008, Greek Cyprus had to import water
for household use via tanker ships from Greece. A pro-
longed drought had caused its freshwater reserves to
dip to one of the lowest levels in the past 100 years. For
the tiny island of Malta, too much water is the problem.
Salt water lies just 30 feet below the country’s main
freshwater underground acquifer, and rising sea levels
are threatening to contaminate the drinking supply.
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At 25 million years of age, Lake Baikal is the old-
est and, with its deepest point of more than one
mile, the most voluminous freshwater lake in the
world. Its often crystal-clear depths contain at
least a fifth of all freshwater on the earth’s surface.
Yet in recent years it has been faced with enor-
mous challenges.

In 1966, the Baykalsk Pulp and Paper Mill
was built directly on the shoreline, bleaching pa-
per with chlorine and discharging waste into
Baikal. After 42 years of protests, the plant was
closed in November 2008 and four months later,
its owner announced the mill would never reopen.
Other challenges arrived. The Russian state oil
company Transneft planned a pipeline that would
have come within a half mile of the lakeshore in a
zone of substantial seismic activity. Finally, bow-
ing to an unceasing campaign of protest, Prime
Minister Vladimir Putin ordered the route shifted
25 miles to the north.

For the past half century, one Russian, with
the unlikely name of Valentin Rasputin, has
watched over the fortunes of Lake Baikal—
battled for its very survival, transcending regime
changes, political turmoil, and financial pressures.
One of his nation’s greatest poets and writers, a
political and literary lightning rod for generations,
he has, for his efforts, garnered communism’s
Nobel Prize—the Order of Lenin—and managed
to win respect and an enormous following in the
decades since the fall and dismemberment of the
Soviet state.

Much of his advocacy has been expressed in
the lyrical prose and poetry, so evocative of the
essence of Lake Baikal—the steam rising off its

vast surface in the cold Siberian air—of the
psychic import of this huge freshwater body to the
spirit of the Russian people. The few such
passages that have found their way to the West
are a tribute to his longtime friend and translator,
Gerald E. Mikkelson, chair of the Department of
Slavic Languages and Literatures at the Univer-
sity of Kansas. World Policy Journal is fortunate to
publish an excerpt of one descriptive passage
from “Lake Baikal Before My Eyes: An Essay.”

The more time you spend at Lake Baikal, the
more persistently you study it, ponder it, look
for the answers to its riddles and for the lines it has
written that, like a magic charm, would let you
find and open its hidden “doors,” then the more
clearly you become convinced that you know it
less and less. And that any attempt to plumb its
depths, the many depths besides those of its
waters, merely pushes its insolubility and bound-
lessness further away. Ultimately, it is possible to
fathom its physical properties, its material quali-
ties, everything in Baikal that can be measured
and counted, but not its aesthetic mysteries and
spiritual powers.

Or even its physical mysteries.... We know that
its shoreline is two thousand kilometers long. But
surprisingly, we find it easier to visualize the hun-
dreds of thousands of kilometers of empty outer
space from here to the moon than those two thou-
sand kilometers of majestic, living beauty that can
actually be covered on foot and viewed at leisure!
Yet it is impossible to absorb those sights—they
are too big, beautiful, and diverse for our feeble
thoughts and feelings to grasp. Thus a span of nor-

LAKE BAIKAL
AN EVOCATION
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mal earthly proportions arrayed in such glorious at-
tire turns into one that must be taken on faith that is
more fantastic than the astronomical distances to
heavenly bodies….

Baikal offers us room to grow and develop,
along with something to cultivate within ourselves
and to treat with care. The miracle, the inexplicable
magnificence of this treasure, is that we receive
warmth and joy from it as if from a sun that never
sets, that we feel a rush of childlike excitement and
uplifting spirit. Yet Baikal can’t be described com-
pletely and precisely—no doubt about it! How can
we discern the whisper of words in waves dissi-
pating as they splash onshore, ringing blissfully
like a profusion of tiny bells, and string those words
together? How can we make out the echo of grace
spreading across the golden patina of Baikal in
winter when it is covered with ice, radiant from the
glowing clouds that the setting sun has painted a
soft crimson from below the horizon? And when we
see the countlessness of the stars swimming in the
dark violet water, jostling and clinging to one an-
other—and there are many more in the water than
overhead—how can we know where the depths
and heights lie in the unhappy delusions of our
destinies? We lack some special sense of touch
and smell with which to read the signs generously
scattered all around Baikal....

And in spite of yourself you feel reborn there,
having hatched from an egg that enclosed our
natural, native world and that we lost on entering a
different world that pushed us even farther away,
into a semicosmic virtuality.

I’m looking for a desert island where I can es-
cape from this ugly, artificial world. There has got

to be such an island somewhere in Baikal. If it
doesn’t exist today, isn’t it destined to rise, parting
the waters, from the bottom of the sea like the mag-
ical city of Kitezh, formed from the immense layers
of deposits millions of years old?

When you believe in that wonder as in some-
thing inevitable, as in hope, it is utterly blissful and
poignant to peer into the far and nearby vistas of
Baikal, trying to anticipate from which direction
help will come. You must prepare yourself, of
course, to be in the proper frame of mind for such
eager anticipation, to free yourself from all unnec-
essary thoughts and feelings, to tighten your inner
strings and strum them invitingly at a special
pitch.... But this is not terribly difficult for a certain
breed of people, to which I’d like to belong, who
can easily take off from the earth and soar up in the
clouds. And I’m ready to believe that more than
once I’ve come close to seeing a miracle happen
before my very eyes….

Baikal doesn’t exist independently within its
autonomous boundaries, and it is not only the
winds, sun, moon, and stars, obeying well-known
laws, that set it in motion. No, a great many sensi-
tive capillaries connect it to the whole huge world,
visible and invisible, that is beyond our compre-
hension. For that reason we are better off remain-
ing its rational sons and daughters. Baikal’s father-
ly grace is so great that neither our bodies nor our
spirits can ever be in need. So let’s not encroach
upon what doesn’t belong to us. We must believe
once and for all that Mother Earth will never hand
over a sanctuary like Baikal to anyone, including
us, to be desecrated.•
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