Your water footprint
Source:  Ashley Osborne, extension associate for environmental and natural resource issues
The term carbon footprint is a measure of the impact your activities have on the environment based on how much carbon dioxide those activities produce. Examples range from driving a car to using disposable plastics. Greater knowledge about limited energy sources and programs like “See Blue, Go Green” help raise awareness about our individual impact on the environment. What many consumers may not know is that they also have a water footprint.  

Similar to our carbon footprint, our water footprint is defined by primary and secondary uses.  Primary uses include watering the lawn and using the dishwasher. Secondary uses have more to do with the water resources needed to manufacture products we buy. For example, the production of one cup of coffee uses approximately 37 gallons of water.  This calculation begins with the water needed to grow the coffee tree. It continues to add up with processing and transportation costs and ends with the water you pour into your coffeepot. Don’t forget any water that might be used to produce the electricity that powers your coffeepot.  

The above example illustrates how quickly gallons can add up. When you consider the average water footprint per capita in the United States is more than 660,000 gallons per year, it is easy to see how water resources can be quickly depleted.  To determine your water footprint, go to the website http://www.waterfootprint.org and click on the calculator. 
Just a little effort can go a long way toward reducing your water footprint.  Here are some simple steps you can take to help conserve this natural resource.
1.  Shorten your shower by two minutes and save five to 10 gallons of water.

2.  Do not let the water run when washing your hands or brushing your teeth. A running faucet can use more than two gallons of water per minute. 

3.  Repair leaky faucets.  One dripping faucet can use up to 25 gallons of water a day.

4. Wash full loads of laundry or adjust the load-size setting if you need to wash smaller loads.
5. Set automatic dishwashers to the water-saving or short cycle.  

6. Use a pan or a sink full of water to wash and rinse dishes.  Don’t rinse dishes under a running faucet.  

7. Keep a bottle or pitcher of drinking water in the refrigerator instead of running the faucet to get cold water. 

8. Use a small pool for outdoor play instead of a water hose or sprinkler.  

9. Mulch trees, shrubs and flower and vegetable gardens to help retain soil moisture. Control weeds which compete with plants for water. 
10. Water lawns and gardens early in the morning. This will help reduce water lost through evaporation. 
For more information about water conservation, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service.  Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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