Mexico's water supply is now nearing a Crisis
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MEXICO CITY - This mas�sive city, the world's largest metropolis with 20 million peo�ple and at least  3.5 million cars, is sinking. Every year, buildings and streets descend deeper into the earth, four inches in some neighborhoods, one foot in others. Heavy stone cathedrals have sunk so much that steps have been added  so the devout can walk down to the weighty edifices to pray.





The sinking, an average 22 feet in 60 years, is a byproduct of one of Mexico City's most dire environmental problems- water supply.  Much more obvious is air pollution, the ugly brown cloud that brings on smog alerts and leaves residents wheezing. But to quench the thirst of Mexico City residents, billions of gallons of water are pumped from underground aquifers yearly. As they drain, the city sinks. At the same time, the aquifers are in danger of organic and chemical contamination, which could bring major bouts of disease.





	“There's a whole range of problems," said Gary Krauss, a spokesman for the National Research Council, which con�ducted a study on Mexico City water with the Mexican Academies of Sciences and Engineering. “They’ve changed  the hydrology of the area, the whole character of the water�shed. It's pretty severe." The report from the 30-month study said the "water supply situation….is  now nearing a crisis.”





	The  problem began with the draining of water from the mountain basin in which Mexico City sits.  Centuries ago, what is now the Valley of Mexico was covered by a series of interconnected lakes; Aztec settlers built their pyramid city on an island and created dikes to hold back floods.





 But the Spaniards, after tak�ing over Mexico in the bloody 16th century Conquest, decided to force water out of the Aztec city. In the 17th century, they tried to build the first artificial drain, a tunnel blasted through a mountain which caved in, according to historians.   The first successful artificial canal was completed in the 18th century and it drained much of the basin's water, according to some historians.





	After the turn of the century, the huge Grand Canal was built and it drained most of the lakes.  The ecological destruction, mas�sive cutting down of trees as well as desiccated waterways caused springs that supplied drinking water to run dry.





	As a result, Mexico City has relied in recent decades on aquifers, pockets of water hun�dreds of feet  underground, and therein lies the current crisis.  The city pumps twice their much water out of the aquifers than is replaced by rain and other water sources.  When the aquifers dry, the city descends.





The Grand Canal was intended to eliminate flooding,” said Charles DuMars, co-chair of the committee that conducted the Mexico-U.S. water study and a law professor at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque. "Ironically the solution is part of the problem now.' Pumping aquifers creates even more serious problems.





The U.S.-Mexico study found evidence that taking out water has dried and cracked the layer of clay that sits on top of the aquifers and seals them off from underground pollutants. If the cracks let in chemical and organic contamination, the aquifers that supply 70 percent of the city's water could be forev�er polluted.





"That would be very serious," said Marisa Mazari, a water spe�cialist for the Ecology Center; a research unit of Mexico City's Autonomous University.





"The water quality problem could become very urgent, that could happen in two, three, five years," DuMars said. And once the aquifers are polluted "it's economically unfeasible to clean them up; once it happens, it's irreversible."





Water experts said contamina�tion of the aquifers could increase already-high rates of intestinal disease in Mexico City.





Years ago, when city officials first noticed the sinking of the Fine Arts building, National Palace and other monuments, they looked for alternative water sources. Huge aqueducts were built to carry water from outside the city.





The solution, experts say, is to fix leaking water lines in the aged distribution system and treating and recycling more wastewater; which now flows out of the city in canals. Some canals, such their the Rio Remedio, are so polluted that garbage floats on thick brown water.





“Approximately 90 percent of the wastewater leaves the city without being treated,” Mazari said.








Questions to be answered in your Journal





What is an aquifer?





What happens when water is taken out of Mexican aquifers?





Who built the first artificial drain, and why did they do so?





What is the Grand Canal and is it a good or bad thing?





How has the use of aquifers affected Mexico city?





How can the Mexicans solve this potentially fatal problem?





 What could the United States do to help solve the problem?





How far is Mexico City from the Ocean? Do you think the ocean could be part of the solution? How?












































