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Across the nation, water is vital to every household and every community; to agriculture, energy
production, and a productive economy; to wildlife, forests, and a healthy environment.
America’s water resources are generally abundant but they are not limitless. It is vital as well
that we have a comprehensive understanding of how much water is being used across the
country so we can make wise choices in managing our water resources.

Tracking where water goes
Every five years the U.S. Geological Survey collects data from counties all over the Nation for
the national water use report, a thorough document that provides water resource managers and
private citizens with accurate information on how much water is being used in specific places
for a wide variety of purposes.
“Since 1950, the USGS has tracked the national water-use statistics,” said Suzette Kimball,
acting USGS director. “By providing data down to the county level, we are able to ensure that
water resource managers across the nation have the information necessary to make strong
water-use and conservation decisions.”

A new low in water use
Water use across the country reached its lowest recorded level in nearly 45 years. According to
a new USGS report, about 355 billion gallons of water per day (Bgal/d) were withdrawn for use
in the entire United States during 2010, which represents a 13 percent reduction of water use
from 2005 when about 410 Bgal/d were withdrawn and the lowest level since before 1970.
Reaching this 45-year low shows the positive trends in conservation that stem from
improvements in water-use technologies and management. Even as the U.S. population
continues to grow, people are learning to be more water conscious and do their part to help
sustain the limited freshwater resources in the country.

Categories of water use
Water withdrawn for thermoelectric power was the largest type of water use nationally, with the
other leading uses being irrigation, public supply and self-supplied industrial water, respectively.
Withdrawals declined in each of these categories. Collectively, all of these uses represented 94
percent of total withdrawals from 2005-2010.
A number of factors can be attributed to the 20 percent decline in thermoelectric-power
withdrawals, including an increase in the number of power plants built or converted since the
1970’s that use more efficient cooling-system technologies, declines in withdrawals to protect
aquatic habitat and environments, power plant closures and a decline in the use of coal to fuel
power plants.
In a separate report, USGS estimated thermoelectric-power withdrawals and consumptive use
for 2010, based on linked heat- and water-budget models that integrated power plant

characteristics, cooling system types and data on heat flows into and out of 1,290 power plants
in the United States. By incorporating data on the consumptive use for thermoelectric power
since 1995, the models offer a new approach for nationally consistent estimates.
Irrigation withdrawals in the United States continued to decline since 2005, and more croplands
were reported as using higher-efficiency irrigation systems in 2010. Shifts toward more sprinkler
and micro-irrigation systems nationally and declining withdrawals in the West have contributed
to a drop in the national average application rate from 2.32 acre-feet per acre in 2005 to 2.07
acre-feet per acre in 2010.
For the first time, withdrawals for public water supply declined between 2005 and 2010, despite
a 4 percent increase in the nation’s total population. The number of people served by publicsupply systems continued to increase and the public-supply per capita use declined to 89
gallons per day in 2010 from 100 gallons per day in 2005.
Declines in industrial withdrawals can be attributed to factors such as greater efficiencies in
industrial processes, more emphasis on water reuse and recycling, and the 2008 U.S.
recession, resulting in lower industrial production in major water-using industries.

Regional water use
California accounted for 11 percent of the total withdrawals for all categories and 10 percent of
total freshwater withdrawals for all categories nationwide. Texas accounted for about 7 percent
of total withdrawals for all categories, predominantly for thermoelectric power, irrigation

and public supply. In August, USGS released the 2010 water-use estimates for California in
advance of the national report. The estimates showed that in 2010, Californians withdrew an
estimated total of 38 Bgal/day, compared
with 46 Bgal/day in 2005. Surface water
withdrawals in the state were down
whereas groundwater withdrawals and
freshwater withdrawals were up. Most
freshwater withdrawals in California are
for irrigation.
Florida had the largest saline
withdrawals, accounting for 18 percent of
the total in the country, mostly saline
surface-water withdrawals for
thermoelectric power. Oklahoma and
Texas accounted for about 70 percent of
the total saline groundwater withdrawals
in the United States, mostly for mining.
The USGS is the world’s largest provider
of water data and the premier water
research agency in the federal
government.
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