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Storing and Handling Water

o, O

Anyone who has lived through a power outage knows that water is not only
critical for survival but is an essential element of the creature comforts we
take for granted.

In spite of the discomfort hunger can cause, the reality is that most of us
could get by days, and even weeks, without food. But we can’t last a week
without water. In fact, the average person in a reasonably comfortable
environment and expending very little energy could probably only survive
three to five days without water. Of course, flushing the toilet, cooking
meals, and keeping clean also require a steady source of water.

o, O

How Much Water Do You Need?

A power outage or a freak storm can quickly throw your normal routine into
a tailspin. Suddenly your pump won’t work, and tap water will be just
outside your grasp. Or worse, your public water supply becomes
unavailable or non-potable. Floods and storms can damage or contaminate
wells and municipal water systems, potentially making access to previously
available resources out of the question for longer periods of time.

For these reasons, you should always have at least a three-day supply of
potable drinking water for every person and animal in the household.
Children and small pets may be able to get by with a little less. That means
that for a family of four, you should always have at least twelve gallons of



bottled drinking water available. For cleaning and hygiene, another gallon
per person would also be desirable.

Water is very heavy, which makes keeping a three-month supply rather
daunting. That’s ninety gallons per person, just for drinking. Plan another
gallon per day for sanitation and personal needs.
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Storing Water

Tap water is safe to store, so filling your own food-grade containers is a
good way to get started. For large quantities of water, consider water
storage barrels that can contain up to fifty-five gallons—enough for about a
month for two people. Fifty-five-gallon food-quality drums are relatively
easy to fill and store, but when full, they weigh over four hundred pounds.
We prefer to store smaller containers, including five-gallon drums.
Packaged water is available in every size imaginable, from personal bottle
size to sealed five-gallon containers, and many of these can be re-used for
water storage.

Keep water in a cool, dark place. Though freezing will not hurt it, it
could cause overfilled containers to leak. Water does not have a definite
shelf life, but it doesn’t hurt to check large containers for cloudiness before
use. Sealed containers should stay fresh indefinitely.

If your freezer is not full, consider keeping containers of water in there,
too. Frozen water containers will help keep the freezer cold for longer, and
provide an extra source of water as they melt. Just make sure to leave
headroom to allow for containers to expand.

Purifying Non-Potable Water

Water that has not been treated can contain organisms that may cause
serious gastric distress. Water from lakes or streams, or rainwater in your
outdoor rain barrels, should always be treated before use. This applies to
drinking water, as well as any water that you use to clean food, wash dishes,
or brush your teeth.



If water is cloudy or contains particulates, strain it before disinfecting it.
Home water filters are not designed for disinfecting water but they may
help to make your disinfected water more palatable, so it’s a good idea to
run it through your filter after boiling or bleaching it.
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Boiling



Bring water to a full rolling boil and let it boil for three to five minutes.
Cool and store.

You may wish to keep sterilized water on hand for special purposes.
Sterile water is useful for mixing infant formula or for cleaning wounds. To
store sterilized water, bring a pot of water to a full boil. Clean and sterilize
quart jars. Let the boiled water cool down enough to handle safely, and then
fill the jars, leaving about an inch of headspace. Tighten lids and rings into
place and process for about twenty-five minutes.
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Disinfecting with Bleach

You can make water safe to drink by adding bleach. Bleach by itself is
pretty toxic, so it is important to follow the instructions for purifying water
exactly. Use only pure liquid bleach, not one that contains soap or any other
ingredients. The label should say sodium hypochlorite. Most household
bleaches come in a concentration of about 5-6 percent. To purify one gallon
of water, add one-eighth teaspoon of bleach. For five gallons, place a half
teaspoon (yes, that’s all) into five gallons of water to purify it for drinking.
If the water is cloudy, use twice that amount. Shake container to thoroughly
incorporate bleach into the water. Let your treated water sit for at least
forty-five minutes before using it to kill any bacteria that may be present.
The surprising thing about bleach is not how useful it is, but how little
is actually needed to do the job. Here are some other great uses for bleach:

e Bleach is indispensable for removing mold and mildew. One cup of
bleach in two gallons of water will remove stains from hard surfaces.
Scrub, rinse, and repeat if necessary.

» Bleach makes a great disinfectant. Just mix one tablespoon of bleach
with a gallon of water to clean almost anything.

 Sanitize dishes, glassware, and other items by soaking in one gallon of
dishwater with a couple of tablespoons of bleach added. Ten minutes



should do the trick. Rinse and air dry items in the sun.
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Water for Hygiene

In addition to drinking water, you will want an available source of water for
cleaning, maintaining your toilet, and basic hygiene. When storms threaten,
simply filling the bathtub may give you the extra water you need for these
basic tasks. Likewise, outdoor rain barrels are great for collecting this type
of emergency water. Swimming pool or hot tub water may be handy for
non-drinking purposes, like cleaning or flushing toilets. Because of the
chemicals used in this type of water, avoid it as a source of drinking water.
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Running Your Toilet

There are two ways to use your toilet during a power outage. The first is to
fill the toilet tank with water and flush as usual. The second way is simpler:
just pour water directly into the bowl after use to flush down waste. Make
sure to keep some water in the bowl at all times so fumes from the sewer or
septic tank don’t seep into the house. Only flush when absolutely necessary!
If you don’t have enough water for running your toilet, there are
camping toilets and even disposable bucket toilets designed for camping.
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Laundry

Faced with days without power, you may wonder what happens when you
run out of clean clothes. Hot water, a washtub, and scrubber will solve this



problem, along with a heavy-duty clothesline. But a little forethought can
keep the laundry from piling up too quickly.

For clothes that are not actually dirty, rather than tossing them in the
laundry basket as you normally would, spray a little fabric freshener on
them and hang them out in a well-ventilated place at the end of the day.
Consider adding a t-shirt under your other clothes; this under layer can be
washed more easily than a heavy sweatshirt. Keep certain clothes for messy
tasks like cooking and change into those before you get started. If you do
get a stain, stop and treat it immediately rather than changing clothes
completely. A pen-style laundry stain remover can rescue a shirt for another
day of use.

Personal Hygiene

Days without a shower can seem like torture for those of us accustomed to
this everyday luxury. As long as you have enough water available, you can
fashion a bath of sorts with hot water and soap. We keep wet wipes in our
storage specifically for power outages. Not only does it save a lot of water,
we find that using them for everything from washing faces and hands to
substituting them for toilet paper keeps everyone feeling (relatively) fresh.
Likewise, a squirt of liquid hand sanitizer allows you to avoid reaching for
the water bottle unless you have something on your hands that really
requires rinsing. A spray bottle of water can also go a long way after a hot
or sweaty day.

Of course, nothing beats a good shower! We discovered the solar
shower years ago when we started camping. This simple five-gallon PVVC
bag hangs in the sun where it can warm up water, and it comes with a small
shower head.




Conserving Water

The first step in having enough water is knowing how to use it. We found
this out the hard way one year when a particularly bad drought threatened
our water supplies for several months. We learned in a hurry when and how
to make the most of our water supply, how to find alternatives to running
water, and how to collect and store it. We quickly replaced our high flow
toilets with more efficient models and learned to stay clean with a minimum
number of showers. Paper plates and plastic utensils became a lifesaver.

Before you have a water crisis, do an audit of your home to make sure

you are doing all you can to conserve.

Check faucets, pipes, and toilets for leaks.

Install water-saving showerheads and toilets.

Run the washing machine and dishwasher only when you have a full
load.

Learn to take shorter showers and shut off water while you brush your
teeth or shave.

Keep a bottle of cold water in the refrigerator instead of running tap
water until it is cold.

Outside, mulch plants to keep the soil around them moist. Use rain
barrels or a rainwater tank to catch run-off.



