PART 1

Over half the US population, including 99 percent of the rural population, relies on groundwater for its drinking water supply. Groundwater is also largely used in crop irrigation. It may come as a surprise, then, to realize that most citizens are generally unaware of the nature and critical importance of groundwater. “Let’s Keep It Clean,” a two-part series, is intended to inform citizens about groundwater and motivate individuals to conserve and protect this valuable natural resource.

Groundwater is water found underground in cracks and spaces in soil, sand and rock. These underground stores of water are called aquifers. Aquifers consist of permeable materials like gravel, sand, sandstone, or fractured rock, like limestone, that allow water to flow through. Groundwater can be found almost anywhere: the area where water fills the aquifer is called the saturation zone, and the top of the saturation zone is referred to as the water table. The water table may be located a foot below the ground’s surface, or it can be hundreds of feet down. 

Groundwater can be extracted from aquifers naturally or artificially. Springs naturally bring groundwater to the surface and discharge it into lakes and streams (surface water bodies). Wells drilled into the aquifer can also pump groundwater to the surface.

Groundwater supplies are recharged or replenished by rain and snow melt. There can be shortages if groundwater supplies are used up faster than they are naturally recharged, or if supplies are polluted by human activities. 

Groundwater is critically important to daily living. Of all the Earth’s water that is usable by humans, 98 percent is groundwater. Over half of the population relies on groundwater for drinking water, including nearly all of the country’s rural residents. A 2005 U.S. Geological Survey found that groundwater is used for 37 percent of agricultural water use, primarily in irrigation. Consider the fact that Americans drink more than one billion gallons of tap water every day, and that 40 percent of the world’s food supply is grown on irrigated cropland, and the crucial importance of clean groundwater becomes clear.

The Groundwater Foundation, a non-profit organization based in Lincoln, Nebraska, works to educate people and inspire action to ensure sustainable, clean groundwater for future generations. Cindy Kreifels, executive vice president of The Groundwater Foundation, says “Without clean, usable groundwater our quality of living would be significantly impaired. It is undeniably important for us all to know and care about our groundwater.” 

Most people do not realize the impact they can have on groundwater. Anything poured or spilled onto the ground’s surface can end up in the groundwater supply, even years later, and contaminated groundwater can ruin human and animal health. Overuse can lead to shortages in the water supply. The average American uses 100 gallons of water every day. If the rate of use exceeds the rate of natural recharge, a shortage may occur. With the level of public and industrial dependence on groundwater, such a shortage could be devastating.

Every individual has a responsibility to protect groundwater, because every individual is impacted daily by the quality and quantity available. To learn more about what you can do to protect your groundwater supply, visit www.groundwater.org. The campaign is sponsored by the Nebraska Environmental Trust, the Nebraska Department of Environmental Quality and the Water Systems Council. In the second part of the “Let’s Keep It Clean” series, (Newspaper name) will look at how groundwater supplies can become contaminated, as well as what citizens can do to prevent pollution.

