
 

Environmental scientists: Up to 20% of
global groundwater wells at risk of going dry
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A well in an arid region. Credit: UC Santa Barbara

A pair of environmental scientists at the University of California, Santa
Barbara, has found that up to 20% of all the groundwater wells in the
world are at risk of going dry in the near future. In their paper published
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in the journal Science, Scott Jasechko and Debra Perrone describe their
analysis of groundwater well construction data from millions of wells
around the world. James Famiglietti and Grant Ferguson with the
University of Saskatchewan, have published a Perspectives piece in the
same journal issue outlining the importance of groundwater management
and the work done by the researchers on this new effort.

As the researchers note, most of the water consumed by people comes
from groundwater wells—nearly half of the water used for agricultural
irrigation does, too. But they also note that to date, very little research
has been conducted regarding the state of groundwater levels on a global
scale. In this new effort, they sought to fill some of that gap by studying
records made of well construction for approximately 39 million wells
around the world.

The researchers were able to draw conclusions about the state of
groundwater levels. They found that between 6 and 20% of all of the
wells around the world currently sit at no more than 16 feet below the 
water table in which they exist. They note that this means that they are at
risk of going dry in the coming decades. They also found that new well
construction has, in many instances, not taken into consideration the
reduced levels of groundwater, and therefore have not been dug deeper
than older wells. They suggest this practice will lead to the new wells
running dry just as quickly as the older wells.

Famiglietti and Ferguson note that the reason for shrinking volumes of
water in aquifers is that humans remove more water than nature can
replenish. In addition to the massive amounts of water withdrawn from
underground sources, many places have also begun to experience
extended droughts due to global warming. They suggest that unless
something changes, access to fresh water may soon become one of the
privileges of the rich.
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https://phys.org/tags/groundwater/
https://phys.org/tags/water+table/


 

  More information: Scott Jasechko et al. Global groundwater wells at
risk of running dry, Science (2021). DOI: 10.1126/science.abc2755 

James S. Famiglietti et al. The hidden crisis beneath our feet, Science
(2021). DOI: 10.1126/science.abh2867
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