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’ll bet you’ve never heard anyone speak of a “personal water number.” 
My job is to talk to people about water, specifically the reclaimed and/
or potable (drinking) water delivered to your home by your local utility. 
I decided to use a number to start my conservation conversation. 
     We pay attention to lots of numbers in our lives: calories, prices, 

SPF, 4G, NASDAQ, karats, ERA, BP—these numbers can help form our 
life’s goals and how we reach them. The way I see it, a personal water 
number is how much water each person uses on an average day at their 
home. I hope you’ll use it to set your water conservation goal.
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 A personal water number 
reveals important information 
about our lives and our behav-
iors. Knowing how much we 
use helps us understand when 
we should choose to use less. 
Here’s the funny part about 
using less water: it can be 
pretty easy. Here’s the funny 
part about choosing to use 
less water: it can be a bit chal-
lenging but very gratifying!
 Conservation, like healthy 
eating and exercise, doesn’t 
come naturally. It requires 
motivation and practice. 
There may be pauses until 
the motivation is renewed. 
When we’re kids, our parents 
give us rules; the rules can 
become part of our character. 
Growing up in rural Illinois, 
my dad gave us regular 
reports on how much water 
was in the well. It had to be 

enough for us, enough for the vegetables, and enough for the livestock. 
He was a great motivator! Who’s the water conservation motivator in 
your household?
 So, yes, this conservation conversation has been going on for many 
years, decades, and centuries even. We are so fortunate to have the tech-
nology and resources that make water so easily available to us in our 
homes. My parents saw the advent of modern indoor plumbing; when 
I left the farm, I benefited from a modern water utility system that 
treated and tested the water, and monitored the supply. Still, I never 
had a conversation with my dad that didn’t include a talk about cur-
rent rainfall and how the crops were growing!
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ponds, more than 1,000 springs, 
and more than 11 million acres 
of wetlands.2 Still, water short-
ages and drought have changed 
and challenged America many 
times over. The way I see it, 
the organisms furthest from 
the spigot experience change 
first. In that scenario, urban 
dwellers may be the last to 
run out, lucky us. Should we 
care about changes furthest 
from the spigot? It is a choice 
to conserve. There are laws 
and ordinances regarding 
water use, but still there is a 
choice to follow them or not.
 The states of Georgia, 
Florida, and Alabama have 
been engaged in a 20-year 
interstate conflict over water 
allocation in the Apalachicola-
Chattahoochee-Flint (ACF) 
river system. In October 2013, 
Governor Rick Scott and 

 Seemingly, the considerations of water supply have been removed 
from the citizens’ responsibility, except for paying the bill and main-
taining our end of the pipe. But technology can take us just so far from 
the original ongoing dilemma: water is a finite resource. Freshwater 
is a very small part of the earth’s water, about 2.5 percent.1 Almost 70 
percent of that 2.5 percent exists in glaciers and ice caps. The remain-
ing freshwater exists in various, ever-changing forms in the atmo-
sphere, permafrost, groundwater, surface waters, plants, and animals. 
What freshwater remains available for consumption must be enough 
for us, enough for the vegetables, and enough for the livestock. There 
must also be enough to maintain the natural habitats that rely on that 
freshwater resource just as much as we do. 
 I believe it’s important we understand clearly the limits of our water 
supply and with whom we share our water resources (neighbors, flora, 
fauna, ecosystems, farms, and future generations). It’s critical that we 
make educated decisions about how we use the water made so easily 
available to us. It’s sensible that we take time to understand where/
when we use water, and consider how much water is necessary to 
maintain healthy homes and families. It’s our legacy that we decide 
to be water-wise as individuals, families, and communities. 
 Running out of water can sound like a science fiction story. That’s 
understandable; the U.S. possesses an amazing wealth of natural 
resources. Florida has a wide diversity of water resources with 54,836 
miles of rivers and streams, 49,128 miles of canals and ditches, more 
than 1.8 million acres of lakes (7,800 freshwater lakes), reservoirs, 
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Florida Attorney General, 
Pam Bondi, filed a lawsuit 
against the state of Georgia, 
claiming Atlanta is using 
up water that should be 
flowing to Florida.3 The 
lawsuit comes after the 
National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administra-
tion (NOAA) issued a 
fishery disaster declaration 
on August 12, 2013, over 
decreased oyster produc-
tion in Apalachicola Bay.4
 Simply put: diminished 
water flows affected the 
health of Apalachicola 
Bay, which diminished the 
wealth of fishermen and 
the lifestyle of the families 
in Florida’s coastal commu-
nities, changing and chal-
lenging a bountiful legacy.
 Outdoor water use can 
account for as much as 50 
percent of household water 
use.5 A periodic leak inspec-
tion is a smart way to protect 
your property and save water. 
Here are the common places 
where outdoor water leaks 
can occur: water spigots, hoses, 
and connectors; automatic 
landscape irrigation systems; 
pool system automatic shut-
off valves; and the service line 
to your house. Keep an eye 
out for soggy spots in and 
around your yard, as they 
can point to leaks. Here’s a 
neat trick we did at home, 
and it took just a minute or 
two: make sure all water use 
is shut off on your property. 
Look at your utility meter to 
see if the low-flow indicator 
is turning. If it is turning, you 
either have a leak or some-
thing in the residence is using 
water (for example, toilet 
running, drippy faucet, etc.). 
Consider these three steps for 
outdoor water conservation:
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 If you have kids, let them 
help you do the math. Share 
the number with everyone 
in your household. Divide 
your total gallons used by 
the days in the month, then 
by the number of people in 
your home, and you’ll own 
a personal water number! 

1 http://ga.water.usgs.gov/
 edu/earthwherewater.html

2 http://extadmin.ifas.ufl.
 edu/images/lrp.pdf

3 http://fcir.org/2013/10/02/
 florida-georgia-lawsuit-
 water/

4 http://www.newsherald.
 com/news/government/
 feds-declare-disaster-for-
 oyster-fishery-1.185935

5 http://www.swfwmd.state.fl.
 us/conservation/outdoors/ !

• utilize a functional, rain-shutoff device
• verify your assigned watering days; set your system accordingly
• apply three-quarters inch each time you water.
 Please check your next water bill to figure how much water you use 
every day. Some utility bills show a history of water use. I find it inter-
esting and useful to compare our current month’s use to the last month 
and to the same month in the previous year. I quickly spotted the month 
we decided to grow rye grass last winter; our water use went up!
 The manner in which water consumption appears on a utility bill 
varies according to water utility. If your bill references CCF (hundred 
cubic feet), multiply the number of CCF by 748 to get gallons used (for 
example, 2 CCF x 748 = 1496 gallons of water used). If your bill refer-
ences “gallons (1000s)”, multiply the number by 1000 to get gallons 
used (for example, 2 “gallons (1000s)” x 1000 = 2000 gallons of water 
used). Use the following calculations to determine the per-person, 
per-day water use in your household, for all uses:

_____________________________ ÷ 30 = _____________________________
 Monthly use in gallons Average daily use at
   your residence, in gallons

____________________ ÷ ____________________ = ______________________
 Average daily use Number of people Personal water number
 at your residence,  in your household for each day for each 
 in gallons  person in your household


