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Sustainable Operations Tip

The Cost of Not Conserving Water
By Donna Marie Foster

Our lives depend on water. We use it for 
drinking, bathing, irrigation, electricity 
generation, and industry. The United 
States is fortunate—we turn on our 
faucets and we get clean water. We often 
take the availability of clean water for 
granted. In other countries water is not so 
readily available, reliable, or clean enough 
to drink. And when water shortages arise, 
it is often the poor who suffer most. In 
many places, water wars rage at great cost 
to the people who live there. Disputes 
over access to water in India, China, and 
parts of Africa often end in violence. Here 
in the United States water disputes end 
up in legal courts; a Web search reveals 
hundreds of examples. In addition, 
changing climate conditions create 
uncertainty about our water supplies.

We need to become more cognizant of how we use water and how to conserve it. The average U.S. citizen uses 
approximately 100 gallons of water a day. Some simple steps you can take on a daily basis include taking shorter 
showers or limiting the number of baths you take, washing your hair in the sink instead of taking a shower just 
to style your hair, brushing your teeth in the shower, and turning off the faucet when rinsing dishes rather than 
letting the water run. When doing laundry wash larger loads less often and make sure you use the correct washer 
settings—a small setting for a small load and vice versa. Wash one item by hand instead of in the washer.

Installing low-flow showerheads, adding a balloon filled with water to the toilet tank, and filling the dishwasher 
before using it all help to conserve water. Just as important, be sure not to leave the hose running when you wash 
your car—or better yet—take it to a car wash. Many car washes recycle the water they use or have efficiencies in 
place to minimize water use. Make sure your plumbing fixtures, waterlines, and garden hoses turn off completely. 
Small leaks can make a big difference in the amount of water you use. Creating a more sustainable landscape 
around your home and minimizing the lawn area that requires irrigation during hot periods can help you save water.

Historically, the cost of water has been a bargain in the United States. This is one of the reasons we have not 
learned to conserve it. Now the average price of water in the United States is about $1.50 for 1,000 gallons. Times 
are changing, however, and the cost of water continues to rise. One reason is the need for water utilities to update 
old delivery systems and treatment facilities over the next 20 years. A 2011 survey estimated this update will cost 
$248 billion. Surface waters continue to be polluted, and estimated treatment costs will be $73 billion. We, as water 
consumers, will pay these costs. It is in our own best interests to conserve water and protect water sources.

The availability of fresh, clean water is threatened. In the United States, 
about 76 percent of all our drinking water comes from surface waters. This 
equates to 270 billion gallons a day from reservoirs and rivers. The pumping, 
treatment, and distribution of water comes at a great cost, which continues 
to rise.
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