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Water in crisis 
 
Protecting the integrity of creation is an integral part of the mandate of the Maryknoll Office for Global 
Concerns. To that end, an advisory committee was created to help the office develop its work in this area. 
Recently, in response to concerns raised by Maryknoll missioners in different parts of the world, the 
MOGC advisory committee on the integrity of creation has focused its attention on water, its intrinsic 
value to humanity, and the growing crisis of its availability and use. 
 
Maryknollers’ concerns about water 
 
Fresh water’s growing scarcity has brought together nations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
corporations and individuals, all thirsting for water, but in different ways, some with drastic 
consequences. Alarming concerns, such as about the “commodification” of water, its distribution and its 
irreversible pollution, are pushing people to mobilize for action. Maryknollers, in cooperation with local 
NGOs and their communities, are involved. 
 
For example,  
• The indigenous people of Bolivia understand water as part of the Earth that belongs to all. This 

recognition led them to defend their water from both the government and corporations, such as 
Bechtel, that had appropriated ownership of a common good. 

• Public disasters with water management in the Philippines have resulted in campaigns to provide a 
means for people to demand a share in the management of their water. The people have developed the 
concept of National Patrimony, which would require public resources to be regulated by the state, but 
primarily on behalf of all the people. In the Cordillera region of Luzon, the destruction of the Abra 
River is an example of ruthless mining practices, which have caused the disintegration of whole 
ecosystems. This has generated a public movement to bring the mining interests that have caused this 
devastation to justice. 

• In Panama, the people of a rural community caught one corporation’s scouts trying to deceive the 
community into signing away their water rights. Also, in total disregard of the documented fact that 
most water comes from fresh water lakes, the companies involved in further developing the Panama 
Canal are seriously considering directing a new canal through the largest lake in Central America, thus 
destroying it as a water source forever. 

• On the Mexico-U.S. border at present, there is a growing need to address both the scarcity of and the 
insufficient treatment of water in order reduce health risk among populations on both sides of the 
border. 

• In some African countries, the lack of water has brought people together to plant trees. This is a 
reminder that the uncontrolled deforestation in so many places has caused the disastrous diminishment 
of fresh water. 

 
MOGC response 
 
In response, the Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns, with its advisory committee on the integrity of 
creation, has initiated a process of reflection on water in crisis rooted in the experiences of Maryknoll 
missioners in places like Bolivia, Panama, Tanzania, the Philippines and the U.S.-Mexico border.  We 
hope this process will lead to a Maryknoll statement about water in crisis that will inform our future 
actions, including at the United Nations. 



In addition, we are leading each issue of NewsNotes in 2005 with a reflection on water and its sacredness. 
 
Recognizing that the need for fresh water had become a growing crisis, the UN dedicated the year 2003 as 
International Year of Freshwater, and has established 2005 to 2015 as the International Decade for “Water 
for Life.” (www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/) Within the UN, the Commission on Sustainable 
Development dedicated two years to work on issues of and actions for water, sanitation and human 
habitat, while serious discussions developed the basic principles of water as a global common good and as 
a human right for the whole community of life. 
 
As NGOs with consultative status at the UN, Maryknoll through the MOGC, contributed to this effort and 
hopes to contribute in the future in concrete ways based on Maryknoll experience. 
 
Recently, we wrote to Maryknoll regional leaders and contact people around the world to invite the 
involvement of Maryknollers in this process, which we hope will join grassroots experience with a more 
global analysis and what we believe as people of faith about water.  For example: 
 

 “Water is both a sacred gift and a central symbol in all religious traditions. For Christians, it is 
the initiation ritual, the pouring of clean water, that invites a new person into the beloved 
community of all life and into the Christian family. It is the sign that gives rise to the reality. 
Without pure, clean water, there can be no sacrament of Baptism. The Bible abounds with water 
references, as do the sacred writings of all religions. Perhaps, no other dimension of Earth life has 
carried such spiritual meaning as water.” 
 

and 
“Water is an ‘endangered species,’ its purity, nurturing power, free-flow and availability for all 
under attack. Due to human activity, water is being poisoned by massive dumpings, polluted by 
excessive run-off. On every continent, it is dammed and re-directed, robbed from the poor, 
wasted by the rich and ignored as an essential element that belongs to all creation. The disparities 
between those for whom it is readily available and those who trek long miles to obtain a bucket 
are all too apparent. The competition only increases as the supply diminishes. Wars over access to 
water are already being waged and the threat of more is on the horizon.” 

 
The MOGC would like to encourage all Maryknollers to take the time to read the draft statement on 
water, which includes questions for your consideration and response. Contact us for a copy of the draft, 
and please send your response back to us at ogc@maryknoll.org. 
 
For more information on the crisis of water and other natural resources, visit 
http://www.millenniumassessment.org/en/index.aspx. Also visit the UN’s Environmental Programme 
website at http://www.unep.org. 
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