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It is easy to save water, it just requires the will to do so. ”Water for Life” is the theme for National Water Week, 21 - 27 March 2005.  During the coming week the Department of Water Affairs aims to not only show South Africans how water forms part of almost every aspect of everyone’s daily life, but also to encourage its responsible use.
We all need water to live.  In fact, a person can survive for three weeks without food, but only for three days without water.  In our water-scarce country, water is a precious resource.  Using water wisely is in each of our individual interest, as well as the collective interest of all people in South Africa.

Government is committed to ensuring that we at all times are conscious of the fact that South Africa is a semi-arid country and that we must do all that is optimal to conserve water.  In the final analysis, though, it is what each of us does as an individual that will make or break our plans

“Some for all for ever” (as opposed to “All for some for now”) has a resonance for most of us.  The “some” must be “enough”, of course.  So then why do we have some individuals who can bring their water use down so much more than others?  It is surely principally a question of many of our water-users not knowing what it is that they can do – as well as the local authorities making sure that they provide the incentives and disincentives for them to do so?  I am committing my Department to prioritise the facilitation of information, advocacy, research, incentives and disincentives, to bring about this change.

Here, then, are ten aspects that I would like to see every family that has water in their houses do.  If they were to do so, it would greatly enhance our ability to work towards ensuring that all families in South Africa, where practicable, have water pumped to their houses.  It is particularly important that those families with the privilege of having gardens, swimming pools, cars and other such times, do so.

Know what you are doing

It is revealing that so many people do not know how much water they use on a regular basis, or even how much they are paying for water.  If you don’t read your meter on a regular basis, you cannot know what you are doing, and cannot take optimal steps to address wasteful practices.

Check for and fix leaks

If your meter is running when all the taps and toilets are off, then you may have a leak.  This is highly pressurised water, and a burst pipe could theoretically see the use of 1 300 000 litres or more within a month.  More often it is a leaking toilet or hot-water cylinder, or leaking taps.  These are easily fixed.

Do a water audit

Try to understand how and where you are using your water.  You have to know what you are doing before you can do something about it.  Make sure that your water audit looks at the way in which you are disposing of water too, and particularly in terms of the water quality impacts of detergents, oils and other pollutants.  There are also important storm-water management issues from the build-up of hardened surfaces.

Make your garden water-wise

For those with gardens that need to be watered, this is likely to be the area where you can make the biggest savings.  The first consideration should be to try to focus on indigenous and non-water-consumptive alien plants (but NOT invasive alien plants!), to group these plants according to their water needs and to mulch around them.  Expert advice is to water gardens less frequently, but water well when you do water.  Most people over-water, wasting about 30 litres per minute of over-watering.  That’s wasting more water per minute than our Government’s target of getting 25 litres of safe water per day to every South African.  Also make sure that you do NOT water between 10:00 and 15:00, or when it is very windy.  You can lose up to 90% of water to evaporation when watering in the middle of a hot, windy day!  Finally, clear invasive alien plants on your property.  This is a particularly bad waste of water, for the invasives will spread and waste water far beyond your property, and also have other impacts such as fire risks, erosion and the loss of biological diversity.

Manage the use of water in swimming pools

Although not many South Africans have swimming pools, those that do tend to be major users of water.  Do not over-fill or excessively backwash your swimming pool. 

Harvest water and consider grey-water use

Roof water can also be profitably stored in tanks, for watering gardens.  This has been done particularly effectively in some projects aiming to help promote food gardens among the poor.  Another option is to use “grey water” – used water from baths, washing machines and other safe sources – to water your garden and even to flush your toilet. 

Use water-efficient appliances and fittings

There are major savings that can be made by using low-flow showerheads, dual-flush toilet mechanisms, water-efficient washing machines and the like.  In all cases, they are likely to save you money in the long-term.  Many of these will also have savings in terms of your electricity bills.  And saving electricity saves water, for it takes one litre of water to generate every kilowatt of energy that you use.

Washing your car 

For those who have a car, use a bucket rather than a hose to wash it.  If you must use a hose, use a sprayer that can be turned off in-between spraying the car.

Think conservation when using water

Shower rather than bath as a norm.  If you prefer to bath, share the water, and don’t make it as full.  Turn off taps when brushing your teeth, or shaving.  Don’t over-fill containers like cooking pots, where you then also use more energy to heat the water.

Work with the authorities

Elected authorities are there to serve you.  But their tasks are also so much more difficult if the people do not assist them to manage water more efficiently.  Help the authorities by notifying them of leaks, by reporting water wastage, and by suggesting ideas as to how we can achieve greater efficiency, equity and sustainability.  And please pay your water bills timeously.  

These tips have focused more on the urban water-user, and then on the bigger water-users.  But we all have a role to play.  The bottom line is that those who use very little water can do less to conserve what they do use, although turning off of stand-pipe taps, for example, is certainly important
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