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Water Conservation is More Than Turning 
Off the Tap – Virtual Water and Waste

Many of us teach about water conservation to children and adults. We ask 
them to turn the water off when they brush their teeth, take shorter showers, 
use water hose nozzles with on/off valves and wash only full loads of dishes 
and laundry.  While these are excellent suggestions to conserve water from 
our taps, there is a vast quantity of water that may be wasted through our 
consumption of other items we use every day. This often invisible water is 
called virtual water and is the amount of water used to create a product.

According to the National Geographic water footprint calculator, the 
average American uses about 2000 gallons of water per day from the tap 
and virtual water.  Interestingly, direct water use including drinking, bathing 
and watering our lawns, only accounts for about 20 percent of our total water 
use. So where is all the other water going?  It’s the virtual water for our 
consumer goods, food and energy use, and a great deal of it is wasted.

In the report, Saving Water: From Field to Fork – Curbing Losses and Wastage 
in the Food Chain, (http://www.siwi.org/documents/Resources/Policy_Briefs/
PB_From_Filed_to_Fork_2008.pdf), the water used in the quantities of food thrown 
away during processing, transporting, in supermarkets and in residential homes is 
like leaving a water tap running. In the United States, the amount of food wasted 
is as much as 30 percent. The water used to grow and process that food, as well 
as the water used for transportation of food products is enough water to meet the 
household needs of 500 million people.

If you are interested in learning more 
about the hidden water in your life, take 
a look at the National Geographic water 
footprint calculator at http://environment.
nationalgeographic.com/environment/
freshwater/water-footprint-calculator/.

It will analyze, in general terms, your 
habits such as eating, habits at home, 
purchasing habits and a few other lifestyle 
components. It compares your water 
footprint to the average American. It also 
offers conservation tips if you want to 
decrease your water use footprint and 
gives you an opportunity to become a 
part of a pledge drive to save water.
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Where’s the Water?
So, where’s the water? It’s in the beef, the eggs and the tea we 
all enjoy. It’s a part of everything we consume and wear.

The calculations for pounds of meat include 
the gallons of water the animals drink and 
the water used to grow their 
food and clean 
their waste.

Beef:  1,857 
Pork:  756
Chicken: 469
 

Animal products by the pound:  These gallon totals 
are based on the water used to raise the animals 
and process the edible end product.

Sausage: 1,382
Processed cheese: 589
Eggs: 400
Fresh cheese: 371
Yogurt: 138

Fruits and vegetables by the pound: 
Both rainwater and irrigation water in gallons 
are included in the totals.

Plums: 193
Bananas: 103
Apples: 84
Grapes:  78
Oranges: 55
Strawberries:  33

(Source: National Geographic Vol. 217 No. 4: Hidden Water) 

 

National 

Geographic has 

an entire portion 

of their website 

dedicated to 

freshwater 

that addresses 

water use, water 

quality and water 

conservation. 

It puts water 

issues that we are 

currently facing into 

a global context. 

http://environment.

nationalgeographic.

com/environment/

freshwater/

freshwater-101/
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World Water Day 2011: Water 
for Cities – Responding to 
the Urban Challenge

World Water Day is held annually on March 22.  The United 
Nations initiative was created to focus on the importance of 
protecting and managing our earth’s freshwater resources.  This 
year’s theme is on the challenge of meeting the needs of our 
rapidly urbanized landscapes.  According to the United Nations, 
for the first 
time in 
history, cities 
account for 
the majority 
of the world’s 
population. 
This shift has 
put increasing 
pressures on 
governments 
to build and 
maintain water 
and sewer 
infrastructure 
and protect water quality. Coupled with conflicts, natural 
disasters, and the possible impacts of climate change, 
many of our world’s cities are extremely vulnerable.

Many of these issues have been highlighted in the recent news.  
Port au Prince, Haiti has roughly 704,776 people but even before 
the 2010 earthquake, large slums in the city had no access to 
running water.  The city had no wastewater treatment facility and 
instead relied on septic tanks. And when this grossly inadequate 
water infrastructure failed, cholera began to spread rampantly.

These issues are not just happening in impoverished countries. 
Queensland Australia has gone from drought to massive 
flooding in a short period. Coastal North Carolina, like many 
coastal states, is concerned about sea level rise and no one is 
certain how climate change will affect our weather patterns.  

Would you like to get involved in spreading the word?  Find 
out how to host your own event, get free campaign materials 
and see what is happening around the globe.  The United 
Nations World Water Day 2011 website has background 
information and resources to help you get started at 
http://worldwaterday2011.org/. 
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