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Abstract: Many cities in the western US face difficult challenges in trying to secure water supplies for
rapidly growing urban populations in the context of intensifying water scarcity. We obtained annual
data from urban water utilities across the western US to document trends in their water usage and
service populations. We found that many cities have been able to accommodate population increases
while simultaneously reducing their volume of water use, thereby decoupling growth from water use.
This outcome is largely attributable to reductions in per-capita residential use. We identify additional
untapped potential that can sustain and widen this decoupling for many cities.

Keywords: urban water use; water conservation; demand management; water-use trends; sustainable
water management

1. Introduction

Access to additional water supplies has been a prerequisite for population and economic growth
throughout human history. When early Roman towns outgrew their local water supplies, they
engineered aqueducts to bring water from distant springs. Two thousand years later, the City of Los
Angeles, California, built a 674-km aqueduct from the Sierra Nevada Mountains that unleashed a
ten-fold population increase in the first half of the 20th Century. Other engineering advancements
throughout the past century enabled the construction of massive storage reservoirs and wells tapping
groundwater hundreds of meters deep, facilitating the growth of modern mega-cities, industries, and
extensive irrigated farming regions.

It is therefore unsurprising that many urban planners and political leaders continue to assume
that growing populations and economies will require ever-more water. Abraham and others [1] found
that future demand projections by the ten largest water utilities in the State of California overestimated
future demands 98% of the time, with projections that proved to be 23–26% too high even when
the forecast length was only five years. The authors attributed these over-projections primarily to
underestimation of the rate by which cities were reducing their per-capita usage.

Similarly, when the US Bureau of Reclamation in 2012 projected multi-decadal future water
demands from the Colorado River of the western US, it assumed that the population-following trend
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of increasing water use over the past 90 years would largely continue throughout the next 50 years
(Figure 1) [2]. Based on a suite of planning scenarios ranging from slow (+23%) to rapid (+93%)
population growth, the Bureau projected increased water demands of 27%–49% by 2060. These
projected increases in demands were based almost entirely on expected increases in municipal and
industrial water needs due to population growth [2].
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Figure 1. Historical traces of available water and actual use shown here refer to the natural supply of
surface water from the Colorado River and the consumptive use of that water over time. The Colorado
River Basin Water Supply and Demand Study conducted by the US Bureau of Reclamation in 2012
included water demand forecasts through 2060, based upon scenarios ranging from slow to rapid
population growth [2]. It is now evident that this demand forecasting did not adequately account
for recent downward trends in water consumption (historical estimates of available water and total
consumptive use from US Bureau of Reclamation [3]).

However, the Bureau’s projected water demands for 2015—based primarily on forecasts from
each of the seven states sharing Colorado River water—proved to be ~20% too high, even though the
forecast was published only three years earlier (Figure 1). Water consumption in the basin has not
increased as projected, but has instead dropped by 16% from 2000−2015 (Figure 1) [3]. The Bureau’s
water planners and their state-agency peers participating in the 2012 study inadequately recognized
the strength of downward trends in per-capita municipal water use during recent decades. As reported
later in this paper, the nine cities we surveyed that source water supplies from the Colorado River
basin lowered their per-capita use by 19–48% during 2000–2015.

As discussed in greater detail below, we conducted a survey of water utility managers in 20
western US cities. In our discussions with water utility staff about their motivations for implementing
water conservation strategies, water scarcity and the difficulty or expense of securing additional water
supplies for their growing populations were universally expressed as leading motivations. As an
example, Figure 1 illustrates the fact that during recent decades, consumptive water use in the Colorado
River basin has exceeded total river flow in most years since the early 1990s, enabled by progressively
depleting large storage reservoirs in the basin [3].
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In recent years, various agencies have suggested that as water scarcity expands and intensifies
globally, a decoupling of water use from growth will be essential in sustaining economic growth and
well-being [4]. In 2016, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) warned that “half the
world faces severe water stress by 2030 unless water use is ‘decoupled’ from economic growth” [4].
At the global level, economic decoupling appears to be well underway, as the global economy grew at
a rate five times that of global water consumption during the past century [4].

A similar trend of decoupling has been observed in the US. After reaching a zenith in 1980, total
US water use had dropped by 27% by 2015, even while the country’s population grew by 42% and GDP
expanded more than six-fold [5,6]. During 2000–2015, the period of focus in this paper, substantial
reductions in water use were observed in each major water-use category: Irrigation (−55%), Public
Water Supply (−45%), Industrial (−40%), and Thermoelectric Power (−30%).

However, as UNEP asserts [4], the need and potential for decoupling is most appropriately
assessed at local or regional scales; such local assessment can reveal the benefit of decoupling strategies
on stressed water sources. This is exemplified by research into water decoupling efforts in China. Of 31
provinces in China, over 60% displayed strong decoupling between water consumption and economic
growth after 2011, the year that China began to place a deliberate urgency on environmental protection
efforts [7]. The Yellow River—the country’s second largest river basin—has been identified as a
water-risk hotspot by the World Resources Institute [8]. Within this basin, the Beijing–Tianjen–Heibei
region exhibited strong decoupling between water consumption and economic growth from 2004–2017,
which was attributed to improved water-use efficiencies and conservation awareness on an individual
scale, as researchers documented a substantial decline in the annual per-capita water footprint over this
period [9]. Similarly, in a comparative urban review of China’s three largest megacities for the period
2005–2015, Guangzhou was found to display the strongest decoupling between economic growth and
water usage, followed by Shanghai and Beijing.

In this study, we sought to better understand the policy drivers and incentives that have enabled
decoupling between urban growth (measured by both population size and by gross domestic product
or GDP) and water demands, through an examination of recent trends in western US cities.

2. Methods

Our selection of western US cities for our survey was not geographically stratified. We began
by screening county-level public water supply data published every five years by the US Geological
Survey, for each county located in the 17 contiguous western US states [10]. Because city-level data are
not collected by the US Geological Survey’s water census, we used the agency’s county-level data as a
proxy for identifying counties that were most likely to encompass urban areas that are decoupling their
water use from population or economic growth. We compared county-level public supply water use
and population estimates for 2000 and 2015 to identify counties that met three criteria: (1) population
estimates and water use data were reported for the county for both 2000 and 2015; (2) the population
increased from 2000 to 2015; and (3) total water use declined over this period. Of the 97 western US
counties with increasing populations, 63 (65%) reported volumetric declines in their use of public
water supplies.

Because no federal accounting or reporting standards pertaining to urban water use data exist
within the US, and not all western US states have standardized procedures [11], we had to rely on
individual water utilities to provide data that would enable us to evaluate trends in a standardized
fashion. We sought to document three trends over time: (1) changes in service population size;
(2) changes in both residential and total water use; and (3) changes in GDP. We also wanted to gain an
understanding of the strategies implemented to reduce water use and thereby achieve a decoupling
from population or economic growth over time.

We obtained standardized GDP data for each city from the US Bureau of Economic Analysis [12].
To obtain data on water use and service population size, we used both telephone and email
communications to contact individuals within the public water utilities serving the largest city
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in each of the 63 qualifying counties. If after five telephone or email attempts we were unsuccessful in
securing the requisite information, the city/utility was removed from our list.

We were able to secure annual estimates of GDP, water use, and service population data from 20
cities (Figure 2), representing one-third of the counties meeting the three criteria listed above. Although
we requested all available data on water use and population from each utility, our analysis was limited
to the 2000–2015 period because data from this period were available from all 20 utilities, with the
caveat noted in Table 1 for two of our cities.
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Figure 2. Twenty urban water utilities in the western US were surveyed in this study. Cities served
with water from the Colorado River basin are indicated by blue dots. All cities are identified by name
and state in Table 1.

From these data we were able to calculate trends in GDP and total and residential water use, and
to calculate total and residential per-capita use in a standardized fashion. Our standardized estimation
of per-capita use—expressed as both total liters per capita per day (TLPCD) and residential liters per
capita per day (RLPCD)—was important because different utilities estimate their per-capita water use
in different ways [11], making it impossible to compare cities. Additionally, it was important for us to
obtain annual water use and service population as separate data series (rather than only as TLPCD or
RLPCD) because we wanted to analyze the year-by-year decoupling between the two series. Although
many publications have performed comparisons of per-capita water usage among different series (see
for example, [13]), we sought to explicitly evaluate decoupling over time.

During our communications with utility staff, we also asked them to explain how their utility was
able to accomplish the decoupling evidenced by their water and population data. We were unable to
capture this information in a standardized manner, such as by using a survey instrument, for three
reasons: (1) the implementation of water conservation strategies had not been adequately documented
by the utility; (2) due to staff turnover, very few individuals had knowledge of strategy implementation
over the 2000–2015 period; (3) in some cases, we were able to obtain the water use and population
data only through an open records request and were unable to interview staff. However, we were able
to gain detailed documentation and interpretation of that documentation from eight of our utilities.
Based on that information, we compiled the list of policies, incentives, and programs summarized in
our Discussion section.
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Table 1. Summary of survey results.

City
Service

Population
2015

Population
Increase

2000–2015 1

Change in
Gross Domestic
Product (GDP)

2001–2015

Change in
Total LPCD
2000–2015 1

Change in
Residential

LPCD
2000–2015 1,2

Total Water
Use

2000–2015 1

Period of
Record

Obtained

Albuquerque,
New
Mexico

658,238 +38% +51% −48% −47% −28% 2000–2018

Austin,
Texas 977,491 +32% +121% −37% −17% 1995–2017

Chico,
California 102,155 +20% +75% −44% −44% −32% 2000–2018

Denver,
Colorado 1,210,000 +17% +69% −38% −44% −28% 1997–2016

El Paso,
Texas 224,656 +36% +88% −30% −32% −6% 2000–2019

Flagstaff,
Arizona 70,000 +13% +79% −31% −27% −22% 1980–2019

Fort
Collins,
Colorado

131,600 +6% +82% −19% −25% −14% 2002–2018

Fresno,
California 525,575 +18% +92% −40% −29% 1990–2015

Las Vegas,
Nevada 2,079,946 +52% +85% −37% −4% 1994–2017

Los
Angeles,
California

4,011,023 +8% +74% −29% −23% 1970–2018

Lubbock,
Texas 237,712 +21% +80% −34% −20% 1930–2017

Phoenix,
Arizona 1,547,331 +16% +75% −27% −28% −15% 1990–2017

San
Antonio,
Texas

1,743,559 +56% +100% −23% −24% +21% 2001–2018

San Diego,
California 3,146,771 +12% +84% −31% −24% −22% 1990–2015

San
Francisco,
California

866,583 +11 +85% −34% −34% −26% 1984–2017

Santa
Cruz,
California

96,493 +12% +63% −45% −46% −40% 2000–2018

San Rafael,
California 189,000 +4% +85% −24% −22% −21% 1998–2015

Santa Rosa,
California 175,693 +20% +66% −43% −42% −32% 1990–2018

Seattle,
Washington 1,399,468 +15% +100% −24% −30% −12% 1975–2016

Tucson,
Arizona 718,898 +13% +53% −28% −28% −18% 2000–2017

1 Data were not available for the entirety of our 2000–2015 focal period in two of our cities listed above (Fort Collins
and San Antonio); we therefore used whatever data were available within the focal period. 2 Residential water use
was not obtained for all cities.

3. Results

We have summarized our primary findings in Table 1. Because of some minor differences in the
manner in which total or residential water deliveries are tabulated among our utilities, we have reported
trends only as percentage changes, rather than presenting actual estimates of total or residential liters
per capita per day (LPCD) in Table 1. We contend that as long as the utility used the same accounting
approach over the 2000–2015 time period, the changes in per-capita usage provide a reasonably robust
indicator of water-use trends and decoupling.

Among the 20 cities surveyed, population growth during 2000–2015 increased by an average of
21%, while total water use decreased by 19% on average. We found that an average of 65% (range:
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54–76%) of total water use is for residential purposes, based on the 15 cities that provided residential
water data in addition to total water use. We also found that 67% of the urban water use reductions
documented in Table 1 can be directly attributed to improvements in per-capita residential water use.

4. Discussion

In addition to obtaining data on water use and service population, we also queried water utility
staff, where possible, for their explanations of why their total water use had declined even while their
service population increased. Below we discuss the drivers and incentives identified as being the most
important in our surveyed cities.

4.1. Federal and State Policy Drivers

Several key pieces of federal legislation have proven instrumental in reducing urban water use
since the early 1990s. The most important national policy driver for water conservation materialized
with the passage of the National Energy Policy Act in 1992 (H.R.776, 102nd Congress). The architects
of this energy bill recognized that drinking water and wastewater plants are often the largest energy
consumers within municipalities, typically accounting for 30–40% of total energy consumed [14]. The
Act thus set residential fixture and appliance standards that limit the volume of water used per flush
or per minute for toilets, urinals, showerheads, and faucets. Most notably, it required that every toilet
installed after 1994 use just 6 L of water per flush, a 54% reduction from the pre-legislation norm of 13
L per flush (Lpf) [15]. More recently, federal legislation has been used to tackle appliance water use in
the American laundry room, mandating the use of high efficiency washing machines and lowering use
from 150–170 L to just 53–95 L of water per load [16].

These federal laws have had a substantial influence on residential indoor water use in the US.
The 1992 Act has been credited with saving an estimated seven billion gallons per day, equating to
seven times the daily water use of New York City and 18% of total daily US public water-supply use as
of 2015 [17]. On a per-capita basis, average daily indoor water use during 1999–2016 dropped from
261 to 223 L (−15%), which has been attributed to lowered water use in toilets, clothes washers, and
showers [18].

In 2006, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) created the WaterSense Program [19].
This voluntary national program certifies products that use 20 percent less water than the federal
standard without sacrificing performance. WaterSense certified fixtures include dual-flush toilets and
4.85 Lpf toilets, which are lower than the federal standard of 6.1 Lpf.

Several states have gone beyond the federal requirements by instituting more stringent standards.
In 2009, Texas adopted a statue requiring all plumbing fixtures sold in the state to have the WaterSense
label, as did Colorado in 2014. California became the first state in the nation in 2014 to mandate the
installation of low-flow toilets, showerheads, and faucets for all homes and commercial buildings
constructed since the National Energy Policy Act began its implementation (California Civil Code
§1101.1–1101.9). While the federal Act ensured that all new construction would include high-efficiency
fixtures, the California law was intended to address existing homes. Enforcement is triggered when
homeowners apply for building permits for remodeling projects, or when selling their home.

4.2. Incentivizing Water Conservation with Plumbing Fixture Rebates

Although the passage of federal and state policies pertaining to high-efficiency plumbing fixtures
have been very influential in reducing indoor water use in new homes, many cities have sought to
motivate owners of older homes and businesses to replace their more water intensive fixtures as well by
offering financial rebates. Many cities offer rebates for replacing indoor plumbing fixtures, particularly
those fixtures that account for the greatest usage in single-family homes: toilets (24% of indoor water
use), faucets (20% of use), showers (20% of use), and clothes washers (16% of use) [18].

The San Antonio Water System (Texas) was among the first large water utilities in 1994 to deploy
rebates as a means for incentivizing plumbing fixture replacements. At the end of 2013, the agency
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announced that it was winding down its toilet rebate program known as “Kick the Can”; over a 20-year
timespan, the agency had subsidized the replacement of ~200,000 residential toilets and ~100,000
commercial toilets, resulting in savings of an estimated 17 billion liters cumulatively [20]. As the
program reached saturation in replacing toilets in homes and businesses, the agency decided to increase
its emphasis on other water conservation programs, focusing particularly on outdoor water use.

4.3. Cutting Water Use Outdoors

Recent detailed studies of residential water use in the US estimate that outdoor irrigation accounts
for half of all residential water use [18]. Not surprisingly, many US cities have promoted conservation
programs focusing on reducing outdoor water use, particularly for lawn watering.

The Southern Nevada Water Authority, which primarily supplies water for Las Vegas, began
implementing in 1999 a “Water Smart Landscaping Program”(also known as “Cash for Grass”) to
reduce the 60% of its water deliveries that were going to outdoor use. In its initial years the program
paid landowners $4.30 per square meter, but this incentive has risen to $32.28/square meter today. By
2018, the agency had subsidized the replacement of an estimated 17.3 million square meters of lawn
turf with less water-intensive desert landscaping in more than 60,000 individual projects, resulting in
cumulative savings of 39.4 billion liters [21]. The program has had the effect of lowering outdoor water
use on participating parcels by one-third, and overall single-family residential water use by 21% [22].
Hence, the program has contributed substantially to the 37% reduction in total LPCD for Las Vegas
noted in Table 1.

Many cities have additionally supported efforts to directly capture rainfall in storage tanks and
cisterns for use in outdoor landscaping, thereby relieving pressure on potable public water supplies.
With average annual precipitation of only 279 mm, the City of Tucson, Arizona, would seem an unlikely
candidate for rainwater harvesting systems, but an array of rebate programs and incentives have
helped reduce Tucson’s per-capita and total water use (Table 1). In 2011, Tucson Water implemented
a program that gives rebates to residents based on their installation of passive rainwater harvesting
systems—in which rainwater is channeled directly to landscape areas—or active systems involving
storage infrastructure (Figure 3) [23].
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Figure 3. An illustration of ‘passive’ rainwater harvesting (left), in which rainwater is directly channeled
to landscape areas, and ‘active’ systems (right) involving storage infrastructure such as a tank or cistern
(adapted from [23]; reprinted with permission).

For passive systems, half of the cost of building materials and installation is covered by the rebate
program, but this is capped at $500 USD. Active systems receive greater subsidization because these
systems are more complex and expensive. The rebate quantity depends on the capacity of the tank
being installed; small tanks (189–3025 L) receive $0.07 USD/liter and large tanks (3026+ L) receive
$0.26 USD/liter to build and install. Since 2011, an estimated 144 million liters of rainwater has been
captured, including more than 11 million liters in 2018 alone [24].
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4.4. Using Water Pricing to Drive Conservation

Water pricing in the United States has traditionally been based either on a fixed monthly rate that
does not account for the volume of water used, or a fixed volumetric rate. Fixed monthly rates do little
to control demand because there is no penalty for excessive consumption. A fixed volumetric rate,
known as uniform block pricing, encourages some conservation because users pay for each unit of
water they consume, but the cost of consuming an additional unit of water is the same for all levels of
consumption. Conservation pricing, or prices that provide a stronger economic incentive for consumers
to conserve, has been gaining popularity among utilities seeking to reduce water consumption [25,26].

Although many utilities report perceived success of their pricing structures on water demands,
very little rigorous analysis has been undertaken [27]. Because the effect of a rate structure is dependent
on the specific characteristics of both the original and new rate structures, isolating the effects of a rate
structure on consumer behavior requires rigorous statistical analysis, which depends on data that are
incomplete or unavailable for many utilities. It is also problematic that changes in rate structures are
typically implemented simultaneously with many other conservation initiatives, thereby making it
impossible to tease out price effects.

However, Baerenklau and others [27] conducted careful study of a new rate structure implemented
by the Eastern Municipal Water District (EMWD), which serves domestic and agricultural water users
in an area between Los Angeles and San Diego in southern California. Beginning in 2009, EMWD
changed from flat-rate pricing to a household-specific inclining block water budget (as used here,
increasing/inclining block pricing is a form of tiered pricing, where the volumetric cost of water
increases with higher consumption; water budgets are a type of price structure that are designed for
individual customers based on household-specific characteristics, environmental conditions, and a
judgement by the utility on what is considered to be efficient usage). The indoor budget applied in
EWMD is based on the number of residents in the household (each at 60 gallons or 0.23 cubic meters
per day), and outdoor budgets are based on the amount of water required to maintain a property’s
irrigated area, under the assumption that there is turf grass in that area. The study estimated that over
more than three years of rate implementation, demand was at least 18% below the level it would have
been under a comparable flat-rate price structure.

4.5. Industrial Water Use for Electricity Generation

When cities are supplying thermoelectric power plants with potable municipal water supplies,
there may be a great opportunity for lowering the city’s use of public supplies. The thermoelectric
power generating sector is the largest user of water in the US, accounting for 38% of freshwater
withdrawals [5]. Power plants use water primarily for cooling purposes, but total water use depends
on the plant type, fuel type, and cooling system. On average, nuclear plants use more water than
coal-fired plants, which in turn use more water than natural gas power plants [28]. Photovoltaic (solar)
generation has minimal water requirements (primarily associated with cleaning of panels), and natural
gas turbine plants are mostly air-cooled; consequently, the recent US transition toward increased
natural gas and solar generation is beginning to decouple the electric system from dependency on
water [28,29].

Additionally, the use of alternative sources of water such as recycled water for thermoelectric plant
cooling has enabled many cities to lessen their dependency on withdrawals from freshwater sources
(rivers and aquifers) [30]. While our calculations of total water use and LPCD do not differentiate
between freshwater and alternative water sources such as recycled water, we feel it important to
mention the increasing use of recycled and other alternate water sources in averting water shortages.
The City of Austin, Texas has used recycled water for city-owned applications such as golf course
irrigation since the 1970s. As the city’s population has soared in recent decades (Table 1), increasing
emphasis is being placed on using recycled water. In 2006, Austin Energy began switching from
potable municipal water to treated wastewater at its Sand Hill Energy Center. By 2016, 98% of all water
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used at Sand Hill was recycled municipal wastewater, resulting in an annual reduction in freshwater
withdrawals of 1.7 billion potable liters [31].

4.6. The Business of Water Stewardship

Many large corporations are highly dependent upon access to clean, adequate water supplies
to support either their direct operations (such as textile or bottling plants), their supply chains (such
as farms where their input ingredients are produced), or both. As water supplies have become more
scarce or polluted, these corporations face not only the physical risk of not having enough clean water,
but also regulatory or reputational risk if they are perceived as not being responsible users of water.

In every year since 2012, the World Economic Forum has identified “water crises” as one of the
top five global risks in their annual Global Risks Report [32]. These water risks are already affecting
companies and their supply chains. The global organization CDP, which runs an environmental
disclosure program with corporate entities and investors, reported $38.5 billion USD in water-derived
financial losses by 2114 responding companies in 2018 alone [33].

Increasing recognition of these water-related risks—and opportunities for competitive advantage
through water conservation—has led to greatly increased interest in corporate water stewardship [34].
To aid companies with their water stewardship endeavors, the Alliance for Water Stewardship has
developed a voluntary certification program that guides companies in focusing on water governance,
water balance, water quality, critical water hotspots, and water sanitation and hygiene [35].

The Coca-Cola Company is an example of a corporate entity that has made large investments in
improved water efficiency in their bottling plants. Between 2004 and 2015, Coca-Cola and its bottling
partners invested over $300 million USD in water conservation [36]. In Coca-Cola’s El Paso facility,
water use decreased over 8% from 2005 to 2018 even while production increased by 20%, and in its
Phoenix-area facility water use decreased over 35% from 2005 to 2018 while production decreased by
16%.

4.7. Pulling It All Together

While the water conservation strategies discussed above illustrate the potency of specific
actions, none of the cities we assessed could have achieved their water-use reductions over recent
decades without a coordinated, multi-strategy approach. Two of the cities we reviewed illustrate the
sophistication and impact of modern urban water conservation programs.

With a service population of 1.9 million and a dedicated water conservation staff of more
than 20 individuals, the San Antonio Water System (SAWS) runs one of the most sophisticated
urban conservation programs in the country (Figure 4). Between 1994—when SAWS established its
Conservation Department—and 2018, total per-capita water use decreased 26%, while its service
population increased by 85% [37] (see also Table 1). SAWS estimates that in 2018 alone they conserved
over 4.9 billion liters of water due to conservation interventions. Conservation programs implemented
during this time have included water leak repair services for low-income customers, replacing high-flow
with low-flow toilets, providing rebates for water conserving practices and technologies (such as
grass removal and converting irrigation systems), and public awareness and education (such as free
one-hour conservation irrigation consultations and personalized home water reports) [37].
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Figure 4. The San Antonio Water System has implemented more than 30 different conservation
strategies over the past 25 years, enabling the utility to reduce total per-capita water use by 26% [37].
This chart illustrates inter-annual progress made in reducing total per-capita water use and the years
during which some of their most important strategies were implemented (illustration provided by San
Antonio Water System).

A dedicated water conservation fund has enabled SAWS to consistently fund their conservation
staff and numerous conservation programs (more than 30 different strategies in 2018). A percentage
of SAWS’s residential rate structure is specifically set aside for conservation. A similar dedicated
funding mechanism also exists for commercial, industrial, and institutional (CII) customers. Today,
approximately 30% of SAWS’s water sales by volume are to CII customers and the restricted funds
support conservation education and incentive programs [37].

The City of Santa Cruz, California, has demonstrated that highly successful water conservation can
be achieved even with a service population under 100,000. Between 1980 and 2015, the city’s population
grew by two-thirds, and today the City of Santa Cruz Water Department serves 98,000 users [38]. In 2001
the city joined the California Urban Water Conservation Council (since recreated as the California Water
Efficiency Partnership), committing themselves to implementing various best management practices
for water conservation in the categories of Utility Operations, Educational Programs, Residential,
Commercial/Industrial/Institutional, Landscape, and Water Shortage Management. The city is presently
implementing 34 individual conservation measures, enabling reductions of 45% in total LPCD and 40%
in total water use from 2000–2015 (Table 1). The city attributes much of its progress to conservation
pricing. In 2004, a new five-tier increasing rate block structure replaced the previous three-tier structure,
and in 2014 adopted a 10%/year rate increase for five years [38]. Water department staff attribute much
of their 42-L decrease in LPCD from 2004–2006 and 106-L LPCD drop during 2013–2015 to these rate
changes (Toby Goddard, personal communication).

5. Looking Forward

Great progress has been made in reducing urban water use in recent decades. The cities surveyed in
our analysis document the fact that substantial increases in service populations can be accommodated
without increasing total water use. Key to this decoupling has been their ability to push down
per-capita water use at a rate greater than the demands associated with adding newcomers into their
service populations.
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There appears to be much room for continued improvement within cities that have not yet attained
the high levels of performance we document here, as well as within cities that are already engaged in
water conservation. DeOreo and others [18] project that residential indoor use in the US will drop
by another 37% in coming years due to the fact that less than half of American homes have installed
highly efficient toilets or clothes washers, two of the greatest uses of water indoors. By comparison,
86% of Australian homes now have high-efficiency toilets [39]. Leak reduction has the potential to
save an additional 14% of water use in homes, on average [18]. This suggests that total indoor water
use in American homes could potentially drop by at least another 50% in coming years.

DeOreo and others [18] also suggest that outdoor water use could be further reduced by 16% by
eliminating excessive watering practices. We add that capturing rainwater for use outdoors holds
great promise for alleviating pressure on freshwater supplies. Cahill and Lund [39] documented that
more than 40% of Australian households are using rainwater storage tanks, whereas they are used by
only a tiny fraction of American homeowners and businesses.

We also see great potential in the use of alternative water sources—wastewater reuse, large-scale
stormwater capture, desalination, and even condensate capture from heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning (HVAC) systems—as an important strategy for reducing freshwater extractions in
water-stressed areas [40]. One bellwether is the City of Los Angeles’ commitment to recycle 100% of
its wastewater by 2035, at which time recycled water will be providing 35% of the city’s supply as
compared to only 2% today [41]. Another important factor will be the increased frequency and volume
of voluntary, compensated transfers of water conserved on irrigated farms to meet urban needs, a very
cost-effective strategy in regions with large acreage of irrigated farms [42–44].

We note that the challenge of holding the line on total water use appears more difficult for larger
cities or utilities with very high rates of population increase, simply because per-capita use must drop
by a greater extent to keep total volume constant. All but one of the cities in our survey were able
to attain total volume reductions during 2000–2015 (the San Antonio Water System experienced an
increase of 21% in its total water use over this period). This utility experienced extreme growth (56%)
in its service population during this period, which resulted from both population growth and a merger
with another water provider, and it had already substantially reduced its per-capita water use prior
to 2000.

For cities across the US, water conservation and the use of alternative water sources will both
continue to offer tremendous potential for accommodating population growth without placing further
pressure on stressed freshwater supplies in the coming decades [42]. More than half of all US counties
were already able to do this during 2000–2015 [10]. The challenge for urban water managers will be to
fully harvest the potential for water savings that can help constrain their needs within the limits of
available water supplies.
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