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WATER STORAGE BASICS

Water is one of the few emergency supplies every household needs immediately during a 
crisis. Food shortages usually become serious gradually. Water problems can become 
dangerous very quickly.

Storms, power outages, frozen pipes, broken water mains, floods, boil orders, and pump 
failures can interrupt access to clean water with very little warning. In many emergencies, 
families discover how dependent they are on running water only after it stops flowing.

A practical water storage plan helps reduce that risk.

Water storage does not need to be complicated or expensive. Most families can build a useful 
emergency supply gradually using simple containers, safe storage practices, and a realistic 
plan.
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HOW MUCH WATER SHOULD A FAMILY STORE?

One of the most common preparedness mistakes is underestimating how much water a 
household actually uses.

People often hear the recommendation of one gallon per person per day and assume that 
sounds excessive. In reality, one gallon per person per day is generally considered the 
minimum amount needed for drinking and limited sanitation during an emergency.

That amount disappears quickly.

Water is needed for:

• Drinking.
• Cooking.
• Hand washing.
• Brushing teeth
• Taking medication.
• Dish cleaning.
• Basic hygiene.
• Pets.

A family of four using one gallon per person per day would require:

• 4 gallons per day.
• 28 gallons per week.
• 56 gallons for two weeks.

Hot weather increases water needs significantly. Illness, physical labor, and outdoor activity 
also increase consumption. Children, older adults, nursing mothers, and individuals taking 
certain medications may require additional water.

Pets must also be included in planning calculations.

Dogs, cats, livestock, and backyard poultry all require dependable water access during 
emergencies.
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SHORT-TERM VS LONG-TERM STORAGE

Short-term water storage usually refers to supplies intended for several days or weeks.

Examples include:

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

Long-term storage involves larger reserves intended for extended disruptions.

Examples include:

• Large barrels.
• Water tanks.
• Rainwater systems.
• Backup storage systems.

Most families should begin with short-term storage first. Even a modest reserve can provide 
important protection during storms and temporary outages.

Preparedness works best when built gradually.
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BEST CONTAINERS FOR WATER STORAGE

Not every container is suitable for long-term water storage.

Food-grade containers designed for potable water are the safest option.

Common storage choices include:

• Commercial bottled water.
• Food-grade five-gallon containers.
• Portable camping containers.
• Stackable water bricks.
• Large water barrels.
• Heavy-duty storage cubes.

Each has advantages and disadvantages.

Commercial bottled water is convenient and already sealed in sanitary containers. However, 
small bottles require more storage space and create more waste after use.

Larger containers store water more efficiently but become very heavy once filled.

Water weighs slightly more than eight pounds per gallon.

A fifty-five gallon barrel may weigh over four hundred pounds when full. Once filled, these 
barrels are difficult to move safely.

Many families use a combination approach:

• Small containers for portability.
• Larger reserves for long-term storage.

Avoid storing water in:

• Old milk jugs.
• Chemical containers.
• Non-food-grade plastics.
• Containers with unknown previous contents.

Milk containers are especially poor choices because they break down quickly and are difficult 
to sanitize properly.
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PREPARING CONTAINERS FOR STORAGE

Even new containers should be cleaned before use.

First, wash the container with warm water and mild soap.

Rinse thoroughly.

Next, sanitize the container using a mild unscented bleach solution.

Use only plain unscented household chlorine bleach.

Do not use:

• Scented bleach.
• Splashless bleach.
• Color-safe bleach.
• Bleach containing added cleaners.

After sanitizing, rinse the container thoroughly with clean water.

Clean hands and clean hoses matter during filling. Many contamination problems begin 
during storage preparation rather than later during use.
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STORING TAP WATER SAFELY

In many areas, municipal tap water is already treated and safe for storage if placed into clean 
food-grade containers.

First, fill sanitized containers with tap water.

Leave a small amount of air space at the top.

Seal the container tightly.

Label the container with the storage date.

Store the container in a cool, dark location whenever possible.

Proper storage conditions help reduce algae growth, contamination, and plastic deterioration.

Avoid storing water near:

• Gasoline.
• Pesticides.
• Paint.
• Solvents.
• Strong household chemicals.

Plastic can absorb odors and contaminants over time.
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HOW LONG DOES STORED WATER LAST?

Water itself does not spoil like food. Problems usually develop because of contamination, 
poor storage conditions, algae growth, bacteria, or deteriorating containers.

Commercial bottled water often remains usable far beyond the printed expiration date if 
stored properly.

Stored tap water in clean food-grade containers may also remain safe for long periods under 
proper conditions.

Still, regular rotation is a smart habit.

Many families rotate stored water every six to twelve months.

Some use a "use and replace" method where stored water is periodically used for normal 
household purposes and then replaced with fresh water.

If stored water develops:

• Cloudiness.
• Unusual odor.
• Visible contamination.
• Discoloration.
• Unusual taste.

It should be purified before use or replaced.
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WATER ROTATION SCHEDULES

Simple systems are easier to maintain consistently.

One common method is labeling containers with the fill date using masking tape and a 
permanent marker.

Some families rotate water every spring and fall when clocks change for daylight savings 
time. Using an existing seasonal reminder helps many people stay consistent.

During inspections, check containers for:

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

Replace damaged containers immediately.
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SMALL-SPACE WATER STORAGE

Many people assume emergency water storage only works for homeowners with basements 
or large garages.

Most homes and apartments contain more usable storage space than people realize.

Common small-space storage locations include:

• Under beds.
• Closet floors.
• Behind furniture.
• Laundry rooms.
• Garage walls.
• Spare bedroom corners.
• Under staircases.

Smaller containers are often easier to manage in apartments and smaller homes.

Some families distribute water storage throughout the house instead of concentrating 
everything in one location. This provides some protection if one area becomes inaccessible 
during an emergency.

Even twenty to thirty gallons of stored water places a household far ahead of most families 
during short-term emergencies.
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TEMPERATURE AND STORAGE CONDITIONS

Heat is one of the biggest enemies of long-term water storage.

High temperatures can:

• Accelerate plastic deterioration.
• Encourage algae growth.
• Increase container damage.

Whenever possible, store water:

• Indoors.
• In shaded areas.
• Away from direct sunlight.
• Away from large temperature swings.

Garages may be convenient but often experience extreme temperatures during summer and 
winter.

Indoor storage areas are usually preferable when available.
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WATER STORAGE FOR FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN

Families with children should plan carefully for additional water needs.

Children may require:

• Formula preparation.
• More frequent hand washing.
• Additional hydration during heat.
• Extra sanitation supplies.

Infants are especially vulnerable to dehydration.

Families should also consider:

• Medication needs.
• Special dietary requirements.
• Medical equipment requiring water.

Preparedness plans should reflect the actual people living inside the home.
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WATER STORAGE FOR PETS

Animals depend entirely on their owners during emergencies.

Dogs, cats, birds, livestock, and other animals all require clean water during disruptions.

Pet water should be included in household planning calculations.

Larger animals may require substantial amounts of water daily.

Store pet water separately whenever possible so household supplies can be managed more 
accurately.
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COMMON WATER STORAGE MISTAKES

Several mistakes appear repeatedly in emergency water planning.

Storing too little water.

• Using unsafe containers.
• Ignoring sanitation needs.
• Failing to rotate supplies.
• Storing water in direct sunlight.
• Allowing contamination during filling.

Another common mistake is over complicating preparedness.

Simple systems usually work better because families are more likely to maintain them 
consistently.

Preparedness does not require expensive equipment or elaborate systems to be useful.

Even modest water storage can significantly improve safety and comfort during short-term 
emergencies.

Back To Table Of Contents



EMERGENCY WATER STORAGE INSIDE THE HOME

Some emergencies develop with advance warning.

Before major storms, freezes, or expected outages, additional temporary storage may help 
increase reserves.

Bathtubs can provide temporary non-drinking water storage for:

• Toilet flushing.
• Cleaning.
• Basic sanitation.

Large pots, pitchers, and clean containers may also be filled before service interruptions 
occur.

Temporary emergency storage should still remain covered whenever possible to reduce 
contamination.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

Water storage is one of the most practical and important forms of emergency preparedness. 
Most water-related emergencies are temporary, but even short disruptions can create serious 
problems if a household has no backup supply available.

A basic water storage plan does not need to be complicated. Clean containers, safe storage 
practices, regular rotation, and realistic planning provide a strong foundation for most families.

Even small amounts of stored water can significantly reduce hardship during storms, outages, 
and other emergencies.
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