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6. What happens to water after we use it?  

Now that we’ve followed the journey of water from collecting it, to making it safe to drink, 
to exploring what we use it for, it’s time to talk about where it goes when we are through 
with it.  An important thing to know about water is that it never really goes away – at 
some point, all the water we use will go back into the environment.   
 
For example, we may not think much about what happens when we flush the toilet, but 
maybe we should!  In cities and towns with a sewer system, water that goes down our 
drains is collected and cleaned at a sewage treatment plant.  Sewage treatment plants 
take a series of steps to make sure that our wastewater can be released back into a 
river or lake without making anyone sick.  These steps may include filtering the water, 
adding chemicals that make the solids fall to the bottom of large tanks, and even adding 
chemicals to the water to kill germs.   
 

 
 
If you live outside of a city or town, you may have to dispose of wastewater yourself. 
This is often done with something called a septic tank and drain field.  Sewage from a 
home flows into a large tank that collects the solids, and helpful bacteria in the tank 
breaks down these solids over time.  The liquid flows out to a drain field, where it soaks 
into the soil and becomes groundwater again.  This is perfectly safe if the soil is dry 
enough to soak up the wastewater and allow it to slowly return to an aquifer.  In places 
with very wet soil, it can become a challenge to find ways to dispose of wastewater right 
at a home.   
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Just like it’s hard to add water to a sponge that’s already soaked, it difficult to add 
wastewater to soil that’s already wet. If a home’s wastewater is not disposed of 
properly, sewage can contaminate the area around the home. Almost one-third of 
people worldwide don’t have any way to dispose of their wastewater!   

 


