How to green up your home
Part 8: Water

As I write this

the rain is
hammering
against the window, and the general
impression that Scotland is a wet country
seems pretty justified. Because it’s wet it’s
likely there’s going to be a lot of water just
sitting there in the hills ready for us to use as
much of it as we want. But before you take
your next sip of tea or coffee it’s worth taking
a minute to consider just how the water from
the hills gets to the tap and into your kettle.
If you think about it there are quite a few
steps involved in providing clean water to
everyone.

perception of Scotland being water-rich
means we take it for granted and therefore
waste enormous quantities: of the 1.3
billion litres that Scottish Water supply
every day, 500 million litres are lost to leaks
or simply wasted – literally by leaving the
taps running. Unlike England and Wales,
water supplies to homes in Scotland are
not metered and we simply pay a fixed cost
through our Council Tax bills, which means
we don’t really think of water as having any
value. However, along with food and air,
it’s one of the only three things we need as
humans to live.

Firstly the water needs to be collected and
stored, which involves building reservoirs or
damming rivers and lochs. It must then be
filtered before being piped to a cleaning plant
where it is treated to an extremely high level.
After that it is then distributed underground,
through thousands of kilometers of pipes, to
all of our homes where we take for granted
turning on a tap and expecting cold, clean
water to appear.

The second problem is that only a small
proportion of this very high quality water
is used for drinking or cooking; the rest is
used for non-drinking purposes (such as
cleaning, in the garden and in agricultural
and industrial processes), which doesn’t
need water of such high quality. It’s perfectly
hygienic, for example, to use filtered, but
untreated, rainwater for flushing toilets,
washing clothes, watering the garden,

All of this collecting, storing, filtering, cleaning
and distribution uses energy so it’s perhaps
no surprise that Scottish Water (who are
responsible for all of this) is the single biggest
energy user in the entire country! The result
though is that our drinking water in some of
the highest quality in the world.
This is no mean feat, but there are a couple
of problems. The first one is that the general

Of the 1.3 billion litres that
Scottish Water supply to
customers every day, 500
million litres are lost to
leaks or simply wasted

washing cars and machinery and feeding
animals. This begs the question of why we
go to so much effort to clean all of our water
to such a high standard when we don’t
really need to.
If we look at the bigger picture there isn’t
actually all that much fresh water to go
round: of all the water on planet earth 97%
is found in seas and oceans and 2.5% is
frozen, leaving just 0.5% available in lochs,
rivers, aquifers and rainfall for us to use.
The diagram on the following page
illustrates the hydrological cycle, which
shows how watr moves around the Earth.
There isn’t any ‘new’ water either: what we
have now is as much as we’ll ever have, so
it makes sense for us to use it carefully. The
United Nations have produced a brilliant
‘Facts and Trends’ booklet that shows
where our water comes from, what we use
it for and just how precious it is. A quick
internet search for ‘water cycle’ will also
bring up some fascinating diagrams that
show how water moves around the planet
too.
But enough talk of big things that seem too
large for us to have any impact on. If you
want to green up your home then looking
at your water consumption is vital. What
can we do? Well, the first thing is to find out
how much you’re using and Scottish Water
have a useful tool to help you do this .

They also have a great series of very
straightforward tips on how to use
water more efficiently such as fitting
water ‘hippos’ in toilet cisterns and not
leaving the tap running when you’re
brushing your teeth. Once you’ve
finished reading this go and have a
wee look: you might be surprised at
how easy they are to do.
For a more lighthearted, but still
serious, look at water use have a look
at the website of ech2o: although
based in England their advice and
blogs are really useful. They also
touch on the issue of building design
and flooding – a very pertinent and
important issue.
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