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Lesson 2 — Water Around the World: A Shared
Need, Unevenly Met

‘Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but
whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst.” — John 4:13-14

Long ago, in a dusty village under the hot sun, a woman came to a well to
draw water. Her jar was heavy, and the task was tiresome. But she came each
day, for she had no choice. In that same story, a traveller—a man tired from
a journey—sat beside the well and asked her for a drink. This man was Jesus.
He saw her burden and spoke instead of living water, the kind that refreshes
the soul.

This simple meeting between two people reminds us of something much
larger. Water is essential to life, and yet, for many people today—just like that
woman—it remains hard to reach.

We often think of water as something ordinary. It comes from a tap, pours
from a bottle, splashes in the sea. But when we begin to look at how water is
shared around the Earth, we quickly discover that it is not so ordinary after
all.

Water’s Uneven Distribution

More than 70% of Earth’s surface is covered in water, yet only 3% of this is
freshwater—and even then, most of it is locked away in glaciers or hidden
deep underground. That leaves only a tiny portion for drinking, washing,
cooking, farming, and all the other things humans need to do.

Freshwater comes from the sky. Rain, snow, and hail fall to Earth in a
generous cycle called precipitation. Some lands receive plenty of it—rivers fill,
lakes swell, and crops thrive. But others wait under dry skies, the ground
cracked and dusty, as drought lingers like an unwelcome guest.

In the cool mountains, snow melts in spring and flows down into rivers. In
wide flatlands, rainwater may soak slowly into the soil and refill the aquifers—
those hidden underground stores of water that lie between layers of rock and
sand.

But Earth does not share its water evenly. Brazil, thanks to the mighty
Amazon Basin, holds more freshwater than any other country. Russia, with
its many lakes and deep-running rivers—including the legendary Lake Baikal,
the world’s deepest and clearest lake—also has vast supplies. Canada, with
countless lakes and snowy winters, ranks high as well.
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In contrast, countries in the Middle East and North Africa, such as Bahrain,
Kuwait, and Oman, face extreme scarcity. The sun shines brightly, but the
skies offer little rain. The land is dry, and the rivers few. People rely heavily
on imports or technology like desalination—turning seawater into drinkable
water—to meet their needs.
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Global Map of Countries by Total Renewable Internal Freshwater Resources (Billion
cubic metres) in 2020 !

Hidden Waters Below

Not all water flows in streams or sparkles in lakes. Some of the most important
freshwater lies underground, in those silent, unseen aquifers. When rain falls,
some of it seeps into the earth and is stored deep below the surface.

In fact, in places like the United States, underground water stores contain
more water than all the country’s lakes and reservoirs combined. It is often
cleaner and safer from pollution. But it is also vulnerable. If we take more
than can be replaced, those stores can run dry.

Around 1.7 billion people live in areas where groundwater is under serious
stress. More than half of those people are in India and China, where rapid
development and high demand have strained these precious underground
reservoirs.

! Image: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:WB_-
_Renewable_internal_freshwater_resources,_total_(billion_cubic_meters).png
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Australia, the driest inhabited continent, depends on its groundwater for
survival. Beneath the red dust of the outback lies the Great Artesian Basin,
supplying water for livestock, farming, and entire towns. Without it, much of
inland Australia would be unliveable. This invisible resource is worth over $34
billion a year to the economy.
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What Shapes Access to Water?

Whether a country has plenty of water or very little depends on several things.

Climate: Some places receive regular rainfall; others endure dry seasons,
scorching sun, and years without steady rain.

Geography: Mountains can block clouds or funnel rain into valleys. Some
regions are naturally rich in rivers and springs; others are deserts.

Population: The more people in a place, the more water is needed. Cities use
water for homes, schools, gardens, and factories.

Development: Urbanisation, deforestation, mining, and agriculture can
pollute or overuse water supplies, making good water harder to find.

In Johannesburg, South Africa, gold mining has polluted nearby rivers with
arsenic and sulphuric acid. In some developing regions, untreated sewage
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flows directly into waterways. Even if water is nearby, it may not be safe to
drink.

Clean Water: A Human Right

According to the World Health Organization, for water to be considered
accessible, it must be:

e Safe from contamination
e Within walking distance (about 1 kilometre or 15 minutes)

e Affordable
e Available in enough quantity (at least 20 litres per person per day)

Yet millions of people—about 9000 a day—still die from diseases caused by
unsafe water. The problem is not always the absence of water, but the lack of
clean water.

In many communities, it is women and children who bear the burden of
fetching water. They may walk long distances each day, often carrying heavy
loads. This leaves less time for school, work, or play. It also puts them at
greater risk of injury or danger. This daily chore, often unseen and unspoken,
reflects one of the great inequalities in our world.

Australia and New Zealand: A Study in Contrasts

Australia and New Zealand are neighbours, but their water stories are quite
different.

Australia is large, hot, and dry. Three-quarters of its water is used by
agriculture—mostly in irrigation for crops and livestock. Because water is
scarce and rainfall unpredictable, water markets have developed, where rights
to use water are bought and sold.

New Zealand, on the other hand, is lush and green. With a temperate climate
and an abundance of rivers, lakes, and aquifers, it enjoys plentiful freshwater.
Wells and underground lakes are common, and the landscape is fed by
regular rainfall. But even there, careful planning is needed to protect water
quality and meet future needs.

North Africa’s Struggle

In North Africa, countries like Egypt, Morocco, and Libya face growing water
crises. These lands have little rainfall and few rivers. Populations are growing,
cities are spreading, and tensions are rising over shared rivers like the Nile.

The Nile flows through eleven countries, and disagreements over how much
water each country may take have led to political strain. Poor infrastructure
and mismanagement only make the problems worse.
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In future lessons, we’ll explore these issues in more depth, but for now,
remember this: water connects us all—but it is not shared equally.

[[] Tell Us What You Know

Watch the Geography links and make an entry in your notebook about what
you have learnt.
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