River and Human Activities: How the interaction between river and human has changed since the civilization?
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Water is the foundation of human life. After the first humans, Water indeed has been a necessary condition for development of civilizations. On the earth, water is found most abundant in river and it is most easily accessible to human. History, therefore, shows that the earliest civilizations were definitely connected to river. The Tigris-Euphrates River gave birth to the civilization of Sumer, the oldest in the world. The Nile River presented Egyptian the immortal civilization. The Indus River was the place of the earliest civilization on the Indian Subcontinent. The Yellow River nurtured China’s 5,000-years of culture. 

This lecture begins from these four earliest civilizations including the possible answers on why they developed in or around river valleys. Next, three one-millennium terms of human history are considered to show some distinct interactions of human and river in each period; say, the period of AD 1 of the Roman Empire and the Han Dynasty in west and east, respectively; the period of year 1,000 when the Asia civilization prevailed over the European counterpart; and the present time - the 21st Century. During most courses of these periods, human tried to co-exist with the rivers, Mother Nature, making the modest use of river water and product. Human’s old wisdom of using live material as construction material of levees and dikes, such as willows and riparian plants, has revived in modern days as so called “close-to-nature river work techniques.”
The 20th Century was the era of the most active human activities on the rivers in terms of river and water resources development. During this period, human has channelized and blocked the river for flood control, hydro-power generation, and water withdrawal, resulting in irreversible changes in many rivers. Only in the late 20th Century, human could recognize problems and side effects of the human interference with the rivers, such as degeneration of natural environment and non-sustainability of development benefits. 

There has emerged a new paradigm of river management in the 21st Century, which seems to be based on resentment and reaction of overly developments of the natural rivers. They are represented, among others, by river restoration including dam removal, implementation of the concept of “living with floods” and “rebirth of watershed and cities.”   

