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1. Where do we get our water?  
Water is everywhere!  In fact, much more of the Earth is covered by water than by land.  And we 
use water for just about everything: drinking, cooking, cleaning, taking a bath, and even 
swimming.  But have you ever wondered where we get the water we use?  Since only a tiny 
amount of the Earth’s water is “freshwater,” or water that’s not too salty for us to use, it’s 
probably a good idea to find out more about water so we can protect it.  

 

Surface Water 

Surface water is just what it sounds like – it is liquid water that you can see on the surface of 
the Earth.  Somewhere nearby, you’ve probably seen a lake, river, or stream.  A lake is just 
water that collects in a low place.  But the water in a lake is not stuck there forever: it can 
evaporate into the air, drain into streams and rivers, or be used by people. If a lake stays full, it 
just means that new water is being added to the lake fast enough to keep the water level from 
dropping.  So, lakes need some way to get new water or they will dry-up.  Some lakes collect 
enough rainfall to stay full, and some are fed by an underground spring.  Lakes can also collect 
water from streams or rivers.  Streams and rivers are the names we give to moving surface 
water on Earth.  As far as scientists are concerned, there’s not much difference between a 
stream and a river except size.  When rain falls, or snow melts, that water flows from higher 
altitudes, like the top of a mountain or hill, to lower places, like a valley or even a ditch.  This 
type of water that collects from rain and snow and moves from a higher place to a lower place 
due to gravity, is called runoff. When enough flowing runoff collects, it may form a stream, and 
when many streams come together over a large area, it can form a river.  Sometimes people 
build dams, or giant walls made of dirt or even concrete, to block the flow or streams and rivers.  
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This creates a lake, called a reservoir, where there wasn’t one before.  Reservoirs can be used 
to supply water for towns and cities, provide electricity, and control rivers that often flood. 

Groundwater 

Groundwater is water that has collected, sometimes over millions of years, below the Earth’s 
surface.   Groundwater comes from rain and melting snow that, instead of running-off into 
streams or rivers, soaks into the Earth.  Again, gravity is at work, and pulls groundwater towards 
the center of the Earth until it reaches a layer rock or hard soil that stops it from going any 
further.  Groundwater can be just a few centimeters below the surface of the Earth, like in a 
spongy marsh, or it can be hundreds of meters down.  Groundwater often collects into large 
areas of rocks and sand beneath the Earth’s surface called aquifers.  Most aquifers are found 
between the surface of the Earth and one kilometer deep. Even though you can’t see 
groundwater, it is very important. In fact, the Earth contains about one-hundred times more 
fresh (not salty) groundwater than it does fresh surface water.  Although groundwater can 
become contaminated if we don’t protect it, it’s often clean enough to drink straight from a water 
well.  A water well is simply a hole dug or drilled into an aquifer from which we can pump 
groundwater for drinking, cooking and other uses.  

Rain 

In some places, people may not have a reliable supply of either surface water or groundwater.  
One way they overcome this problem is to catch rain and store it for later use.  This can be 
something as simple as a rain barrel that attaches to the gutter of a roof, or something a little 
more permanent, like an underground storage tank made of concrete.  These underground 
tanks are called cisterns.  Either way, the idea is to collect rain when it is falling, and store it for 
times when it is needed later.  Since rain collected straight from the runoff of roofs and other 
structures may not always be clean enough to drink, collected rain is often used for things like 
watering gardens and washing clothes.  

2. What do we use water for? 
 
In our Homes 

 

 

Drinking water, after having air to breathe, is the most basic need all humans have.  Most 
people can only live three to four days without water.  As important as water is to human life, 
right now, over 600 million people can’t get clean drinking water. This means they are often 
forced to drink water that could make them very sick.  To make this even worse, about 2.5 
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billion people, or one-third of the people in the world, don’t have a proper toilet that carries dirty 
water, or sewage, away from where they live.  Many are forced to go to the bathroom in the 
open, possibly spreading deadly diseases. Think of all the other things you need clean water for 
every day.  We use water to cook our food, wash our hands, take a bath and brush our teeth.  
We need it to wash our dirty dishes and even our dirty clothes.  If you think about it, clean water 
is one of the most important things that keeps all humans healthy.   

Outside of our Homes 

You may think by now that you and your family use a lot of water, but almost three-fourths of the 
fresh water that people collect on Earth is used by farmers.  This water is used to help grow 
crops like wheat and corn when there is not enough rain, and to make sure that farm animals 
like cows, pigs, and sheep have enough to drink.  If you live in the United States, it takes about 
5,000 liters of water to produce the food you eat each day!  We also use water to make the 
things we need for everyday life.  In the US, factories use about four times as much water as 
homes do each year to make products like cars, paper, and even computers and cell phones.   
We may also use fresh water just to have fun.  In some places, we use it to keep our yard 
green, or to fill a swimming pool.  It may be hard to imagine life without water, but many people 
in the world face the challenge of finding clean water every day.   
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