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Water…
Our Most Precious [and fun] Resource
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Water is fun. We splash in it. We 
swim in it. We play in it. 

We also often take it for granted 
because it seems to be everywhere. 
Water is in our oceans, rivers, 
streams and lakes. It is the clouds 
in the sky.

Fresh, clean, safe water flows from 
faucets with the turn or twist of a 
handle. We use it to cook, wash, 
clean and drink. It’s in the food we 
eat and the things we like to drink.

Water is essential to our lives. 
Humans can live for days, 
possibly weeks, without food—as 
long we have enough water to 
drink. Depending on how hot it 
is, our overall health, our age and 
how hard our bodies are working, 
we can begin to suffer from a lack 

of water within hours, and could 
die in a couple of days.

Water has some other unique 
features. It is the only substance 
on Earth that naturally occurs as 
a liquid, a solid (ice) and as a gas 
(water vapor).

Maybe the most surprising 
thing about the water we drink is 
its scarcity. Less than 1 percent 
of all the water on the planet is 
suitable or available for human 
consumption. Ocean water is 
too salty. Water frozen in the 
polar ice caps and absorbed in 
soil is inaccessible. Finally, some 
freshwater is too polluted to drink. 

On the following pages we will 
explore what is truly our most 
precious resource—water.

Water is the basis of life and 

the blue arteries of the earth! 

Everything in the non-marine 

environment depends on 

freshwater to survive.  

—Sandra Postel 
director and founder of the Global Water Policy Project
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What goes around, comes around…

The Water Cycle
The water we see and use has 
been around since before the 
dinosaurs roamed the earth. 
Thanks to energy from the sun, 
water moves through a never-
ending series of transformations 
known as the water cycle.

Of the four primary parts of 
the water cycle, let’s start with 
evaporation. Energy from the sun 
helps liquid water change to water 
vapor. Next, the water vapor in the 
atmosphere condenses, forming 
clouds. When condensation 
increases, the air can’t hold it 
any more and we get step three, 
precipitation. Precipitation could 
be rain, snow, sleet or hail. The 
precipitation may fall back into 
an ocean, lake, or stream, but 
some will fall on the ground. The 
precipitation will either soak into 
the ground or move across the 
surface, forming puddles, streams, 
rivers and lakes. This part of the 
water cycle is known as collection.

In addition to water evaporating 
from the land, water vapor also 
comes from plants. This is known 
as transpiration.

As vapor condenses into clouds, 
it is transported through the 
atmosphere. A storm that starts 

over the Pacific Ocean may travel 
to Colorado and beyond.

When precipitation soaks into the 
ground, it moves through the soil. 
Water in the upper layers of the 
soil is available to plant roots and 
will move to the stems and leaves.

Tyrannosaurus Rex

The Water Cycle

1.

2.

3.

4.

Label the four primary parts of the water cycle. In the extra box, write what the sun 
provides in the water cycle.

?
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Let it Snow 
Colorado is a special place. Our 
landscape includes majestic 
mountains, dramatic foothills, high 
deserts and vast plains. Snow in the 
mountains is often measured in feet 
while precipitation in some areas will 
measure less than 12 inches a year. 

Most Coloradans depend on the 
water that comes from snowmelt. 
As a matter of fact, people, plants 
and animals in 18 states and Mexico 
depend on water that comes from 
Colorado’s high country.

The snow that collects in the 
winter will melt in the spring. Some 
snowmelt will soak into the ground, 
but much of it will form streams that 
merge to become the mighty rivers 
that fill lakes and reservoirs before 
flowing to neighboring states.

In our rivers, spring is a time of 
plenty, but our homes, farms and 
businesses need water all year. 
This is why we have reservoirs—to 
collect and store water in times of 
plenty for times of need.

A system of ditches, pipelines and 
other infrastructure brings water 
from reservoirs to cities, farms and 
industry as they need it.

In rural areas, it is common for 
water to be provided by wells that 
extract water from below the surface 
of the ground. Underground water 
sources are known as aquifers.

Where does our water come from?
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The Water Cycle

The snow you play in might end up as water in a glass on your dinner table.

Who owns the water?
Who owns the water in Colorado 
is both simple and complicated.

The simple answer is that we 
all do. Water is a public resource, 
but the right to use the water 
is similar to a private property 
right—a water right can be 
bought, sold or rented. The right 
to use water is not connected to 
a specific piece of property, but is 
connected to a water system—a 
river or ditch for example.

The complication is 
compounded by the fact that 

there is more demand for water 
in Colorado and beyond than 
there is supply.

Colorado’s system of water 
laws and water courts goes back 
to the Gold Rush period and the 
early days of statehood. 

Most of us take for granted that 
there will be water to use in our 
homes and schools. Our legal 
system helps distribute water 
in a fair and orderly way. It also 
helps water managers plan for 
future needs of a growing state.



Weather and Climate 
In general, weather is what we 
experience in the short term. 
Colorado is famous for how fast 
its weather can change from mild 
to wild. Climate is the long-term 
summary of weather patterns. For 
example, when we measure the 
amount of snow in a given month, 
we are evaluating weather. When 
we look at the amount of snow 
for the month compared to the 
average measured over decades, 
we are looking at climate.

When a region experiences a 
period of below average rain and 
snow, we call this a drought. It’s 
important to remember that what 
is normal precipitation for one part 
of Colorado might be significantly 
different from another region of 
the state. A drought can go on 
for months or years. Drought can 
have a wide impact beyond water 
supply. A shortage of water can 
also impact water quality and the 
frequency and severity of wildfires. 
Wildfires can also impact the 
quality of the water for years.

During 2014, much of the 
state received above average 
precipitation, but parts of 
southeast Colorado remain in a 
severe drought.

Some predictions for the coming 
winter call for above average 

precipitation and warmer than 
average temperatures across the 
region. This weather pattern is 
known as an El Niño condition, 
brought on by above average 
surface temperatures in the 
Pacific Ocean. Changes in 
the temperature of the oceans 
impact the atmosphere and the 
development of storms that move 
across the land.

The Mother of Rivers
Colorado is the source, or 
headwaters, of dozens of rivers. The 
Colorado, Yampa, Gunnison, South 
Platte, Rio Grande and Arkansas 

are the largest. Not only do all of 
the people, plants and animals in 
Colorado depend on these flows, so 
do downstream states. This gives 
Coloradans a special responsibility 
to protect water and use it wisely.

Weathering the Storm
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Snow, particularly in the mountains, provides the water we use all year.

The rainbow trout is 
just one example of 
the many fish and 
other wildlife that 
depend on rivers.
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Water Grows Food
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On the Farm 
Food begins with water. When a farmer plants a 
seed, water and the warmth of the sun start the 
plant growing. All the way to harvest, the plant 
needs to absorb moisture through its roots.

Some of the plants on the farm are for human 
consumption while other plants go to animal 
feed or fuel.

Milk is a good example of how food requires 
water. Milk comes from cows who need water 
to drink. Farmers also use water to grow food 
for the cow—plants like corn and alfalfa. At the 
dairy, water is also used to clean and maintain 
the facilities.

Because Colorado is a relatively dry place, 
farmers use water from rivers and reservoirs to 
supplement what falls from the sky. The use of 
supplemental water is called irrigation.

The demand for water for irrigation is highest 
during the hot, dry summer months. Without 
irrigation, Colorado’s farms wouldn’t be nearly 
as productive as they are now. 

Milk from dairy cattle produces a wide variety 
of products including cheese, butter, ice cream 
and yogurt. Dairy animals are also harvested 
for beef and byproducts.

Food grows where the water flows.
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A dairy cow 
consumes roughly 

three gallons of 
water for every 

gallon of milk 
produced.

Without water, the seeds a farmer plants won’t grow.
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Water Does a Body Good
Your body is mostly water. Even 
your bones are about 31 percent 
water. Throughout the course of 
the day, your body is losing water. 
The hotter it is and the harder your 
body is working, the more water 
you lose. This is true for all animals. 

To keep your body functioning 
properly, you need to replace the 
water you lose.

Around the World
Not everyone has ready access 
to safe drinking water. The lack of 
clean drinking water in developing 
nations is a serious problem. The 
number one water concern is the 
lack of proper sanitation. 

Scientists, humanitarians and 
educators work to find solutions. 
The efforts of Coloradans to 
conserve water and keep it clean 
can have far reaching effects. 
Freshwater is a worldwide issue.

…regulates body 
temperature

…moistens tissues 
for mouth, eyes 

and nose

Water…

…lubricates joints

…protects body 
organs and tissues

…helps 
dissolve 

minerals 
and other 

nutrients to 
make them 

accessible to 
the body

…carries nutrients 
and oxygen to cells

…helps the kidneys 
and liver remove 
waste products

…aids in 
digestion

…helps 
the body’s 
cells grow, 
reproduce 
and survive 

Up to 60 percent 
of the human adult 
body is water

The brain and heart 
are 73 percent 
water while muscles 
and kidneys are 79 
percent water

Generally an adult 
woman requires 
2.2 liters of water 
a day, but some of 
this comes in food.

Babies are about 78 
percent water

In many parts of the world there is a shortage 
of safe water for drinking and cooking. In parts 
of Laos, water has to be carried for use in the 
home. Can you find Laos on a map?



Freshwater supplies are limited 
and demand is growing. This 
increases our need to make good 
decisions about how we use and 
protect water supplies.

In the United States, the number 
one threat to clean water is runoff 
pollution, also called nonpoint 
source pollution.

Frequently, we think of pollution 
problems as coming from a 
specific point or source that can 
be identified and fixed. Runoff 
pollution is different. It comes from 
many sources at the same time.

For example, consider a large 
parking lot during a rain storm. 
Because the parking lot is paved, 
none of the water can soak into the 
surface. Instead it flows across the 
top of the surface, toward storm 
drains. As it flows, water carries 
pollutants with it. Pollutants include 
litter, debris and any chemicals that 
might be left behind from vehicles 
or other sources. The runoff water 
may be carrying oil, antifreeze, 
animal waste, dirt, bits of rubber, 
paint, excess fertilizer from nearby 
landscaping and more.

A single quart of motor oil can 
pollute up to 250,000 gallons of 
water. One gallon of spilled gasoline 

can pollute up to 750,000 gallons of 
water. When you add up the millions 
of cars and trucks in Colorado, 
small drips can add up to be a 
big problem—the Environmental 
Protection Agency estimates 
Americans spill 180 million gallons of 
used oil that gets into lakes, streams 
and rivers each year.

When polluted water enters a 
storm drain, it’s headed to a nearby 
waterway or wetland, potentially 
harming fish, wildlife and plants. 
Stormwater is not treated before it 
reaches waterways.

You might not think one parking 
lot is a big problem, but the 
problem isn’t just one parking lot. 
The problem is all the land area 
that might have pollutants. The 
amount of runoff is increased by 
hard surfaces such as parking lots, 
roads, sidewalks and rooftops.

 As polluted water continues 
downstream, it becomes part of 
the drinking or irrigation supply for 
downstream users. Before going 
to homes, it will be treated, but the 
more polluted the water becomes, 
the more difficult and expensive it 
becomes to clean. That’s why we 
say, “keep it clean, because we all 
live downstream.”
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The #1 Threat to Freshwater
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Protecting Water
Now that you know how 
important water is, it’s time 
to take action. Answer the 
following:

What is the name of a nearby 
reservoir? 

What is the name of the 
nearest river?

Name one city that is 
upstream and one city that is 
downstream of you:

List three things you could 
personally do to help reduce 
runoff pollution: 
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Runoff pollution is a bummer, but 
the cool thing is that it’s something 
you can help prevent everyday. 
After all, this type of pollution is 
caused by the accumulation of 
many small pollutants. Part of the 
solution is for all of us to remove 
some of these small problems—
adding up to big impact.

To help prevent runoff pollution...
 » Don’t litter (and ask your friends 

not to litter).

 » Clean up pet waste.

 » Shovel, snow-blow, plow and/or 
sweep the snow. These are all 
effective in removing snow and 
minimizing ice buildup.

 » Apply de-icer before snow 
storms to prevent snow and 
ice buildup. This also makes 
shoveling more effective.

 » If leftover salt crystals are 
still visible after salt has been 
applied, then you’ve used too 
much. Sweep up the leftover 
salt and re-use it, or dispose of 
it in the trash.

Ready to find out more about 
how to help? Check out Flo and Jo 
at http://npscolorado.com.

Watershed Defenders
Everybody likes a good comic 
book every now and then. You 
can follow the adventures of 
the Watershed Defenders at 
growingyourfuture.com. Download 
past issues to see our heroes 
battle their arch-nemesis, the 
Contaminator. If you enjoy the 
Watershed Defenders, be sure to 
check out Major Ag, a superhero 
protecting food and fiber in 
Colorado.

Keep it Clean with H2O Jo & Flo


