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EMERGENCY WATER SYSTEMS

Stored water and portable containers are useful during short-term emergencies, but longer 
disruptions often require more dependable systems for storing, moving, and accessing water. 
Power outages, frozen pipes, pump failures, storms, and damaged infrastructure can interrupt 
normal water service for days or even weeks.

An emergency water system does not need to be complicated or expensive to be useful. In 
many cases, simple gravity-fed storage, basic barrels, and practical backup plans provide 
enough protection for most households.

The goal is reliability.

A good emergency water system should help a household:

• Store water safely.
• Access water during outages.
• Move water when needed.
• Protect water from contamination.
• Maintain sanitation during disruptions.

SHORT-TERM VS LONG-TERM WATER SYSTEMS

Short-term systems are designed for temporary emergencies lasting several days or weeks.

Examples include:

• Portable water containers.
• Cases of bottled water.
• Temporary bathtub storage.
• Five-gallon jugs.
• Camping containers.

Long-term systems are intended for extended disruptions or ongoing backup capability.

Examples include:

• Water barrels.
• Large storage tanks.
• Gravity-fed systems.
• Rainwater collection systems.
• Off-grid backup systems.
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Most families should begin with simple short-term systems before investing in larger storage 
projects.

Preparedness works best when built gradually.

GRAVITY-FED WATER SYSTEMS

Gravity is one of the simplest and most dependable ways to move water without electricity.

Gravity-fed systems work by placing stored water higher than the point of use so gravity 
naturally creates water flow.

Examples include:

• Elevated barrels.
• Raised storage tanks.
• Countertop gravity filters.
• Bucket-fed systems.

Gravity systems are valuable during power outages because they continue working without 
pumps or electricity.

SIMPLE GRAVITY BARREL SYSTEM

A basic gravity-fed storage system may include:

• A food-grade barrel.
• A raised platform.
• A spigot near the bottom.
• Covered storage.
• A stable support structure.
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STEP-BY-STEP BASIC SETUP

First, choose a stable location capable of supporting the full weight of the system.

Water weighs slightly over eight pounds per gallon. A full fifty-five gallon barrel may weigh 
more than four hundred pounds.

Next, place the barrel on a strong elevated platform.

Install a spigot near the lower portion of the barrel if desired.

Fill the barrel using clean water.

Keep the barrel covered whenever possible to reduce:

• Contamination.
• Debris.
• Mosquito breeding.
• Algae growth.

Elevating the system allows gravity to provide water flow without pumping.

WATER STORAGE BARRELS

Large storage barrels are one of the most common emergency water systems used by 
homeowners.

Food-grade barrels are available in several sizes, with fifty-five gallon barrels being especially 
common.

Advantages include:

• Large storage capacity.
• Relatively low cost.
• Simple setup.
• Long-term storage capability.

Disadvantages include:

• Heavy weight.
• Limited portability.
• Space requirements.
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BARREL STORAGE GUIDELINES

Store barrels:

• Away from direct sunlight.
• Away from chemicals and fuel.
• In cool areas when possible.
• On stable surfaces.

Do not place barrels directly on weak shelving or unstable flooring.

Inspect barrels regularly for:

• Leaks.
• Cracks.
• Bulging.
• Heat damage.
• Contamination.
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