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Summary

The occurrence of surface water in abundance is unique to planet Earth among the inner
or terrestrial planets. This is only one of the environmental consequences of the
anomalous properties of water. Water has been central to human life and human thought
throughout history. The availability of fresh surface water varies between continents,
between regions within any given continent, between countries in a given region, and
between catchments in a given country. The use of available water increased by about
700 percent in the course of the twentieth century due to the combined effects of
population increase and economic development. The increase in the withdrawal and use
of freshwater resources has led to serious environmental impacts and raised the question
of the sustainability of water resources in a number of regions. Five key topics have
been identified under the theme of Fresh Surface Water. These are:
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•
•
•
•
•

the regional distribution of freshwater
the characteristics of river systems
transport processes in rivers
river ecosystems
impacts involving river systems.

1. Introduction
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The distinction between fresh and salt water is essentially based on the total amount of
dissolved solids (TDS) in the water concerned. A commonly used classification is to
designate all waters as fresh water where the TDS is less than 1,000 milligrams per liter.
The water is said to be brackish if the TDS lies in the general region of 10,000 to 20,000
milligrams per liter. The salt water of the ocean has an average total dissolved solids
content of about 35,000 milligrams per liter. Waters in closed inland lakes are said to be
brines when the total dissolved solids is more than ten times the latter amount. Surface
water refers to water that is either stored in ponds or lakes on the land surface or is
flowing across the surface of the ground, or is already in the network of streams and
rivers conveying the water to the oceans or to closed inland seas.
Liquid water accounts for just over 97 percent of the Earth’s hydrosphere but of this 96
percent is salt water and only 1.1 percent of it is fresh liquid water. Of this 1.1 percent
fresh water, 99 percent is groundwater and only 1 percent is fresh surface water. Thus
the fresh surface water represents only 1 part in 10,000 of the liquid hydrosphere.
Nevertheless it plays a vital role in the shaping of the environment and in the
maintenance of the various forms of life on this planet. Fresh water is essential to all
forms of life, to human health, to food production and to most industrial processes. One
quarter of the earth’s population have no access to a safe water supply and water
scarcity is increasing with time. One half of the world’s population is without adequate
sanitary facilities and over 5 million deaths per year are due to water-based and waterrelated diseases.
The purpose of this article is to serve as an introduction to the more detailed articles
concerned with important topics on the theme of fresh surface water appearing as part of
this encyclopedia. A brief historical background of various aspects of the subject will be
provided and, where appropriate, related to present problems and future aspects of the
topic. There will be an emphasis on the interaction between various features of the
freshwater part of the liquid hydrosphere and consequently an emphasis on the interdisciplinarity required to understand and to manage this part of the environment.
Because of the increasing pressure on water resources, due both to population increase
and to progress in development, attention will be given to the changing requirements for
the sustainable use of fresh water resources.
2. Liquid Water on Planet Earth
2.1. Occurrence of Liquid Water
Water in some quantity and in some form exists on every planet except Mercury. Water
also exists on many of the planetary satellites though not on our moon. The phase in
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which water occurs (solid, liquid, gaseous) depends on the temperature and the pressure
at the surface of the planet in question. The Earth is unique among the planets of the
solar system in the abundance of liquid water on its surface. This happens because the
average surface temperature of our planet is about 15 °C and this falls within the liquid
range of water which runs from 0 °C to 100 °C. This raises two questions and the
answers to both are complex. The first question is: why does the surface temperature of
our planet have this particular value of 15 °C? The second question is: why is the liquid
range of water between 0 °C and 100 °C? The answer to each of these two questions
involves a number of the strange physical and chemical properties of water, which
appears to our senses as the simplest of substances.
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The surface temperature of any planet depends on its distance from the sun and the
nature of the planetary atmosphere. Table 1 shows the relevant data for each of the four
terrestrial planets. These inner planets receive virtually all of their energy from the sun
and the incoming long-wave solar flux to each planet is inversely proportional to the
square of the distance from the sun. If we consider the four terrestrial planets as black
bodies (i.e. no reflection of radiation), then the planetary temperatures would take the
values shown in the second column of Table 1.
Temperature (o Celsius)
blackbody effective surface

Planet

Mercury

194

189

194

Venus

79

–9

547

Earth

27

0

15

Mars

–27

–37

–35

Table 1. Planetary temperatures

Actually the planetary albedo (i.e. its reflective capacity) is not zero and varies widely
because of differences in the individual planetary atmospheres. The effective surface
planetary temperature of the earth including its atmosphere is about 0 °C, which is
substantially lower than the present observed average global temperature at the earth’s
surface. The difference is accounted for by the greenhouse effect i.e. the reflection back
to the surface by the atmosphere of the outgoing short wave radiation from the earth’s
surface.
The processes resulting in the formation of a planetary atmosphere are equally
complicated (Budyko et al., 1985). It is generally believed that the present atmosphere
and hydrosphere of the earth developed at a late stage of planetary evolution through the
degassing of the surface mantle. The processes in the formation of the atmosphere must
have been extremely complex and varied but the end result can be represented by a
highly simplified view of the process.
In the case of Mars the surface temperature in the absence of any atmosphere would
have been well below zero as indicated in the second column of Table1. Accordingly, as

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

FRESH SURFACE WATER – Vol. I - Fresh Surface Water - J. C. I. Dooge

an atmosphere began to form and the atmospheric surface pressure to develop, the
surface temperature would only have risen by a few degrees before the pressure reached
the saturation vapor pressure of ice appropriate to the low values of temperature and
pressure. Accordingly, any additional water released to the atmosphere of Mars would
condense on the surface in the form of frost and the increase in surface temperature
would come to an end. In the case of Venus, condensation never occurred because of
the high initial temperature of around 80 °C. Accordingly, the surface temperature
continued to increase producing a massive atmosphere covering the entire planet. This
resulted in a runaway greenhouse effect which caused an ultimate rise in temperature of
over 500 °C so that water only exists on Venus in the form of water vapor. The case of
the earth is intermediate between these two extremes, with only a moderate greenhouse
effect resulting in the present average global temperature of 15 °C.
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The second question remains as to whether one would expect water to be liquid at 15 °C.
The formula for H2O is probably the best-known chemical formula. Since elements,
which are neighbors in the periodic table, are expected to show similar chemical
characteristics, we would expect that the melting point and the boiling point of water
would be consistent with the values for similar compounds with hydrogen of the
elements in the same column of the periodic table (sulphur, selenium, tellurium).
However, water (H2O) in its pure form is a colorless, odorless liquid between 0 °C and
100 °C, whereas the dihydride of its nearest neighbor sulphur (H2S) is a pungent gas.
The melting points and boiling points of these group VI dihydrides increase with the
molecular weight as shown by the values shown in Table 2. On the basis of the general
tendency shown for the other three compounds we would expect the melting point of
water to be about –100 °C and the boiling point to be about –80 °C. If this were so, then
all of the water in the hydrosphere of the earth would be in gaseous form. It is clear that
there is some peculiarity of water not shared by the other three compounds, which is
responsible for the fact that water is liquid at a far higher temperature and over a much
wider range.
Molecular
weight

Melting
point oC

H2O

18.0

0

100

100

H2S

34.1

–82

–62

20

H2Se

81.0

–64

–42

22

H2Te

129.6

–51

–4

47

Compound

Boiling
point oC

Range oC

Table 2. Group VI dihydrides
The physical chemist explains this anomalous behavior as being the result of hydrogen
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bonding. This weak form of bonding arises from the fact that the water molecule is a
polar molecule, i.e. is electrically balanced but has a dipole moment. One of the effects
of hydrogen bonding is to increase the melting point and boiling point of a compound.
As will be seen in Section 2.3, this is only one of the anomalous properties of water.
2.2. Concepts of the Water Cycle
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Since water is both an essential for human life and health and a key factor in the
abundance of plants and animals, human communities from the earliest time were
concerned with the location of adequate supplies of fresh water. The emergence of
agriculture some 10,000 years ago accentuated the need to take into account the location
and the behavior of water in order to breed herds of domestic animals efficiently and to
raise crops efficiently. In consequence, water was central to ancient cosmologies, to
early systems of philosophy and to the early development of water technology and
water science. The cosmologies of ancient peoples had many features in common and
water played a prominent part in all of them. Central to nearly all of these cosmologies
was the notion that the earth floated on a primeval ocean.

The transition from such ancient cosmologies to a primitive philosophical and scientific
approach can be dated from the work of Thales about 580 B.C. Thales, who is generally
reckoned as the first of the Greek philosophers, held not only that the earth rested on
water but that water was the origin of all things. Anaximander (610–545 B.C.), who was
a pupil of Thales, described the process of evaporation and thus was the first to draw
attention to this main component of the water cycle. In the next generation, Xenophanes
(570–475 B.C.), who was reputed to have been in turn a pupil of Anaximander, assumed
that clouds were formed by evaporation from the ocean and that these clouds when
transported over the land produced rain which gave rise to rivers and streams. He also
explained the salt content of the sea as being due to the uptake of substances from the
earth during the flow of rivers and the fact that these accumulated salts were not cleared
from seawater by the evaporation. Anaxagaros (500–428 B.C.) asserted clearly that the
natural processes concerning water (precipitation, runoff, evaporation) constituted a
closed cycle.
For over 1,000 years afterwards, the predominant viewpoint was that the precipitation
on the land surface was insufficient to account for the flow of springs and rivers. Most
writers postulated a combination of first, some route from the oceans to a large body of
water beneath the land surface and second, some mechanism for the raising of this water
to a higher level where springs and streams originated. Thales, about 580 B.C.
speculated that this rise could be due to the existence in mid-ocean of a higher surface
elevation than at the margins. 200 years later, Plato postulated a great underground lake
at sea level from which water rose through narrow veins in the rocks and overlying
earth. Aristotle shortly afterwards suggested an alternative mechanism whereby water
vapor would be formed under the ground at sea level and then rise and condense at
levels close to the surface.
In the higher Middle Ages, writers such as Bartholomeus (c. A.D. 1240) accounted for
the rise by suggesting that water moves through the veins of the earth and reaches the
surface as springs in the same manner that blood runs through the veins of the human
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body and can emerge at a particular place where the surface is broken. 250 years later,
Leonardo da Vinci drew a similar analogy. Kircher, who has been described as the last
of the renaissance men, suggested in his book Mundus Subterraneus (A.D. 1664), that
the lifting process could be due to the energy provided by hot springs in the interior of
the earth.
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The first clear assertion that rainfall over the land surface would be sufficient to provide
the water in springs, streams and rivers, is attributed to Bernard Palissy (1510–1590)
who is better known to history as an innovator in the glazing of pottery. In his Discours
Admirables (1580) Palissy wrote:
When I had long and closely examined the sources of the springs of natural
fountains and the places from whence they could come, I finally understood
that they could not come from or be produced by anything but rain.
(Palissy, 1580)
This conclusion, for which Palissy advanced several arguments, was not verified
experimentally until 100 years later, was not widely accepted until more than 200 years
later, and not universally accepted until 100 years after that.
The generally accepted view that precipitation was insufficient to produce the observed
runoff was not tested by measurement until towards the end of the seventeenth century.
In 1674, The Origin of Fountains was published anonymously in Paris, and this is now
generally accepted to be the work of Pierre Perrault (1608–1640). In part one of the
book Perrault reviewed the opinions of previous authors and then described the problem
posed by this question as requiring the measurement or estimation of the water in a river
as it flows from its source, to a point of confluence. He made such observations on a
catchment area of about 100 square km from the source of the Seine near Dijon to
Aignay le Duc. He estimated the precipitation on the catchment on the basis of three
years of rainfall measurements at Dijon and estimated the runoff by upscaling the
measured flow of the Gobelins River near Versailles on the basis of the ratio of the
areas of the two catchments. These calculations indicated that the runoff was only about
one sixth of the rainfall, and therefore that rain was fully adequate to account for the
flow of the river.
A few years later Mariotte (1630–1684) made an improved estimate of the runoff for the
much larger catchment area (53,500 square km) of the river Seine at Paris. Mariotte,
who was a renowned experimenter in hydraulics and physics, estimated the flow of the
Seine at Paris on the basis of measurement by floats and the reduction of the surface
velocity to a mean velocity by multiplying by a coefficient of 0.6. In his comparison, he
calculated the ratio of runoff to rainfall as about one seventh. In 1715 Vallisnieri (1661–
1730) of Padua University published the results of his comparison of rainfall and
snowmelt with observed flows of rivers in the Italian Alps and came to similar
conclusions.
The pioneering quantitative comparisons of precipitation in runoff, discussed above,
apparently did not command the assent of the scientific community for some
considerable time. In 1799 John Dalton, often referred to as the father of modern
chemistry, introduced his paper on the water cycle by stating:
Naturalists, however, are not unanimous in their opinions whether the rainfall
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is sufficient to supply the demands of springs and rivers and to afford the earth
beside such a large portion for evaporation as is well known is raised daily.
(Dalton, 1799)
Dalton proceeded to tackle this problem by calculating a regional water balance for
England and Wales. In this study he estimated the regional precipitation on the basis of
thirty gauges in England and Wales. He still took a value of runoff by upscaling from a
crude estimate of the flow of the Thames by a factor of nine. However, he made a new
departure by seeking to determine actual evaporation in situ by means of an early form
of lysimeter. On the basis of monthly values of actual evaporation determined on his
lysimeter over the years 1796–8, he estimated the mean annual evaporation as twentyfive inches.
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In the twentieth century, understanding of the details of the hydrological cycle was
greatly enhanced, particularly in relation to the non-linear effects due to such features as
first, the switching of the control of land surfaces fluxes (i.e. infiltration and
evaportranspiration) between the atmosphere and the soil and second, the feedback
effect of localized re-precipation of local evaporation. Another important development
was the improvement in the understanding, recording and analysis of the various
elements of the hydrologic cycle. This has been important both for the understanding of
the hydrological cycle and for the optimal management of water resources.
An important development in the second half of the twentieth century was the rise of
palaeohydrology, which studies the relationship of runoff, sediment yield and
concentration of suspended sediment to precipitation and temperature in the remote past.
This discipline is linked with palaeogeography, palaeoclimatology and palaeoecology
and like them has benefited from the significant development in techniques for the
accumulation and interpretation of relevant proxy data from the pre-historic past. Thus
we are now able to assemble proxy data for the past 40,000 years, sporadic
measurements for the past 4,000 years and a wide range of sustained systematic records
for the past 40 years.
-

TO ACCESS ALL THE 42 PAGES OF THIS CHAPTER,
Visit: http://www.eolss.net/Eolss-sampleAllChapter.aspx

Bibliography
Ball, P. 1999. H2O: A Biography of Water, London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson. 387 pp. [A popular but
scientific account of the nature and properties of water and of the history of our concepts of this unusual
substance.]
Berner, E. K.; Berner, R. A. 1996. Global Environment: Water, Air and Geochemical Cycles. New Jersey,
Prentice Hall. 376 pp. [An introductory textbook on the water cycle, the atmospheric cycle and the main

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

FRESH SURFACE WATER – Vol. I - Fresh Surface Water - J. C. I. Dooge

biochemical cycles.]
Bramwell, A. 1989. Ecology in the 20th Century: A History, New Haven, Yale University Press, 292 pp.
[A survey of the origins of political and philosophical approaches to ecology in the twentieth century.]
Budyko, M. I.; Ronov, B.; Yarshin, A. L. 1985/ 1987. Istoriya Atmospheri Gidrometeoizdat, Leningrad.
Translated into English in 1987 as History of the Earth’s Atmosphere, Berlin, Springer Verlag, 139 pp.
[The results of a long-term study of the complex evolution of our present atmosphere and its effect on the
biosphere. Special attention is given to the history of carbon and of oxygen in the atmosphere.]
Calow, P.; Petts, G. E. 1992. The Rivers Handbook Vol. 1, Oxford, Blackwell Scientific, 526 pp. [Wideranging chapters on the hydrological and ecological principles underlying the behavior of river systems.]
–––– (eds.) 1994. The Rivers Handbook Vol. 2, Oxford, Blackwell Scientific, 523 pp. [Expert accounts of
the consequences of perturbations and impacts on river systems.]
Castelli, B. 1628. Della Misura dell’Aqua Correnti [On the Measurement of Flowing Water.] Rome,
Nella Stampa Generale. [English translation by Salusbury, 1661].

U
SA NE
M SC
PL O
E –
C EO
H
AP LS
TE S
R
S

Dalton, J. 1799/1802. Experiments and Observations to Determine Whether the Quantity of Rain and
Dew is Equal to the Quantity of Water Carried off by the Rivers and Raised by Evaporation, With an
Enquiry into the Origin of Springs. Mem. Proc. Lit. Phil Soc. Manchester, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 346–72.
Dooge, J. C. I. 2001. Water science and technology: history and future. In: M. K. Tolba, Our Fragile
World, Vol. 2, pp. 1329–47. Oxford, UK, EOLSS Publishers. [A survey of the history of human
endeavors to understand the behavior of water and to manage water resources supplemented by an outline
of the types of science, technology, economic and social organization appropriate to tackling future water
problems.]
Ehlers, E.; Krafft, T. (eds.) 2001. Understanding the Earth System, Berlin, Springer, 290 pp.
[Presentations at a multidisciplinary international conference held at Bonn in November 1999.]
Franks, F. 1972–82. Water: A Comprehensive Treatise. New York, Plenum. 6 volumes.
Galbraith, J. K. 1996. The Good Society. Boston, Haughton and Mifflin. 152 pp.

Gleick, P. H. (ed.) 1993. Water in Crisis, Oxford University Press. 473 pp. [A guide to the fresh water
resources of the world consisting of nine essays by international experts (110 pages) and nine chapters
assembling data on water availability, use and quality.]
Herschy, R. W.; Fairweather, R. W. (eds.) 1998. Encyclopedia of Hydrology and Water Resources,
Dordrecht, Kluwer, 803 pp. [Contains 261 articles on various aspects of these two topics.]
Hillel, D. J. 1991. Out of the Earth, New York, Macmillan, 321 pp. [Discussion of the interaction
between civilization and soil throughout history with interesting examples from history of unsustainable
development.]
Horton, R. E. 1945. Erosional Development of Streams and their Drainage Basins: Hydrophysical
Approach to Quantitative Geomorphology. Bulletin of the Geological Society of America, No. 56, pp.
275–370.
Hynes, H. B. N. 1970. The Ecology of Running Waters, Liverpool University Press, 555 pp. [A
comprehensive and critical review of the classical literature on the biology of rivers and streams.]
James, L. D. (ed.) 1974. Man and Water, University of Kentucky Press, 258 pp. [Nine essays on the role
of the social sciences in the management of water resources.]

Keddy, P. A. 2000 Wetland Ecology: Principles and Conservation, Cambridge University Press, 614 pp.
[A comprehensive discussion of the properties of wetlands and their ecosystems, the factors controlling
these properties, and the present problems of wetland conservation, restoration, management and
research.]
Kolupaila, S. 1961. Bibliography of Hydrometry, University of Notre Dame Press, 975 pp.
[Comprehensive bibliography of 6256 items grouped in 26 chapters and covering all periods and all
countries.]
Korzun, V. I. (ed.) 1974. Mirovoi Vodnyi Balans I Vodnye Resursy [World Water Balance and Water

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

FRESH SURFACE WATER – Vol. I - Fresh Surface Water - J. C. I. Dooge

Resources of the Earth.] Translated into English by R. L. Nace. Leningrad, Gidrometeoizdat. Unesco
Studies and Reports in Hydrology No. 25. 1978.
Maidment, D. R. (ed.) 1993. Handbook of Hydrology, New York, McGraw Hill, 1400 pp. [Chapter 8 (pp
8.1–8.39) Stream Flow. Chapter 11 (pp 11.1–11.73) Water Quality. Chapter 12 (pp 12.1–12.61) Erosion
and Sediment Transport. Chapter 14 (pp 14.1–14.50) Contaminant Transport. Chapter 27 (pp 27.1–27.51)
Hydrologic Design for Water Use.]
Meybeck, M.; Chapman, D.; Helmer R. (eds.) 1989. Global Freshwater Quality: A First Assessment,
Oxford, Blackwell, 306 pp. [Results of the Global Water Quality Monitoring Project (1977–1988)
organized by WHO and UNEP under the Global Environmental Monitoring System (GEMS/WATER).]
Morris, C. (ed.) 1992. Academic Press Dictionary of Science and Technology, San Diego, California,
Academic Press, 2432 pp.
Palissy, B. 1580. Discours Admirables. Paris, Martin Le Jeune. [Translated into English by A. la Rocque,
1957, Urbana, Ill., University of Illinois Press.] 264 pp.

U
SA NE
M SC
PL O
E –
C EO
H
AP LS
TE S
R
S

Parker, S. P. (ed. 1974. McGraw-Hill Dictionary of Scientific and Technical Terms, 4th edn. New York,
McGraw-Hill, 2088 pp plus appendix of 49 pp.
Schumm S. (ed.) 1972. River Morphology: Benchmark Papers in Geology, Stroudsberg, Pennsylvania,
Dowden, Hutchinson and Ross, 429 pp.[Reproduction of nineteen classical papers in the geomorphology
of river basins.]

Shiklomanov, I. A. 2002. World Water Resources at the Beginning of the 21st Century, [A contribution to
the International Hydrological Programme of UNESCO by the State Hydrological Institute of the Russian
Federation.]

Young, G. J.; Dooge, J. C. I.; Rodda, J. C. 1994. Global Water Resource Issues, Cambridge, UK,
Cambridge University Press, 194 pp. [Based on the detailed background papers and on the Report of the
Dublin 1992 Conference on Water and the Environment.]

Zebidi, H. (ed.) 1998. Water: A Looming Crisis. Technical Documents in Hydrology No. 18, Paris,
UNESCO. 536 pp. [Proceedings of the International Conference on World Water Resources at the
Beginning of the 21st Century. UNESCO, Paris, June 1998.]
Biographical Sketch

James C. I. Dooge graduated from the National University of Ireland B.E. (Civil Engineering), B.Sc.
(1942). M.E. (NUI 1952). M.Sc. in Fluid Mechanics and Hydraulics (Iowa 1956). Junior engineer on
river improvement works 1943–1946. Design engineer on hydroelectric projects 1946–1958. Professor of
Civil Engineering, University College, Cork, 1958-–1970. Professor of Civil Engineering, University
College, Dublin, 1970–1984. Visiting Professor in engineering hydrology, University College, Galway,
1984–1986. Research consultant, Center for Water Resources Research, University College, Dublin, 1986
to date. President of the Institution of Engineers of Ireland 1968–1969. President International
Association for Hydrological Sciences, 1975–1979. President of the Royal Irish Academy 1987–1990.
President of the International Council for Science 1993–1996. Honorary doctorates from the Universities
of Wageningen (Dr. Agr. Sc. 1978), Lund (Dr. Tech. 1980), Birmingham (D.Sc. 1985), Dublin (Sc.D.
1988), Heriot-Watt (Dr. Eng. 2000), Cracow (Dr. Ing. 2000), NUI (D.Sc. 2001), Madrid (D. Sc. 2001).
Foreign Member of the Polish Academy of Sciences. Foreign Member of the Russian Academy of
Sciences. Foreign Member of the Spanish Academy of Sciences. Foreign Member of the Royal Academy
of Engineering (UK), International Prize for Hydrology (1983). Bowie Medal of the American Geophysic
Union (1986). Leonardo da Vinci Medal of the European Society for Engineering Education (1990). John
Dalton Medal of the European Geophysical Society (1998). International Prize for Meteorology (1999).

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)

