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Let’s Talk Water
... and why you should Fix a Leak
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503-675-3747     kmccaleb@ci.oswego.or.us

This month we are focusing our attention on leaks. From little drips 
out of a faucet or hose bib to steady running toilets and water 
supply lines, leaks are one of those pesky little irritants that in and 
of themselves may seem of little importance, but when looked at 
collectively they amount to huge water losses. Water losses that as 
good stewards of our resources we should not ignore.

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that as 
much as 1 trillion gallons of water is lost every year through leaks. 
That is enough water to provide for all of the needs of 11 million 
homes. It is equivalent to all of the water used annually by Miami, 
Los Angeles and Chicago combined. Closer to home leaks are an 
issue as well. Since I began the water conservation program in 
2008, I have performed over 290 residential audits for the citizens 
of Lake Oswego. Of those homes I’ve audited about 1 in 5 had a 
leak. In many of those cases the homeowner was unaware of the 
problem. Unnoticed leaks are costly. Last year, City staff verified 
230 residential leaks at a cost of over $100,000 in water fees. That 
averages out to be about $435 per household per year. And those 
are just the ones that were reported. Many times these leaks go 
unnoticed for years. 

Along with the obvious loss of water is also the loss of the energy 
(electricity) that it took to produce it. Our water treatment plant 
and the distribution system that puts that water into our homes 
are the single highest electricity consumers in the City. Operation 

A leaky faucet that drips at the rate of one drip per 
second can waste more than 3,000 gallons per year.

Continued on page 3

$5 Off the Good Stuff
Do the season’s lengthening days spark your inner gardener? A visit to a garden store can fan 
that flame, especially when you’ve got a coupon in hand. Launch your season with Metro’s 
$5 gardening coupon. It’s good for the purchase of compost, hand-tools and native plants at 
more than 30 local retailers. For a list of participating stores and to download the coupon, visit 
oregonmetro.gov/gardenshops.

Native plants are an excellent addition to your landscape for many reasons:

• Native plants create habitat to support native wildlife including pollinators and beneficial 
insects

• Native plants require little to no water after they are established
• Native plants grow happily in their native soil, reducing the need for pesticides and fertilizers
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Let’s Grow 
Taters!
In keeping with our edible garden 
theme, here is a great idea.

Growing “taters” in a bag is easy to 
do, and they can be placed literally 
anywhere. Potatoes have lush deep 
green foliage and beautiful flowers 
when blooming. Try growing more 
than one type. By growing them in 
a bag, you can place them on your 
deck, along your patio or just about 
anywhere. A truly moveable feast.

Start by choosing three or four 
seed potatoes for a medium-sized 
bag. Make sure you use seed 
potatoes and not potatoes from the 
supermarket. The potatoes in the 
market have been treated to keep 
them from developing sprouts. 
When danger of frost has passed, 
you’re ready to plant the potatoes 
in the bag. 

Place the bag in a sunny spot. Roll 
down the sides of the bag to make 
it easier to plant. Fill the bag with 
about four inches of good potting 
soil. Place the potatoes evenly 
spaced in the bag. Try to keep 
the ‘eyes’ pointing up. Cover the 
potatoes with another 3 or 4 inches 
of soil. Water well.

When the plants have come up out 
of the soil about 6 to 8 inches, add 
more soil so only the top 3 inches 
of the plants are visible. You will be 
burying some of the leaves, that’s 
OK. As the plants grow, roll up the 
sides of the bag as you continue to 
add soil when plants again reach 
6 to 8 inches. Repeat the process 
until the bag is full. Keep the plants 
well watered.

When the leaves begin to turn 
yellow and the stems start to 
wither, your potatoes are almost 
ready to harvest. Stop watering 
and wait a week or so. Harvest the 
potatoes by dumping out the bag. 
Compost the old soil and store the 
bag for next year.

“To Do List” 
March: 

• Between now and June is the best 
time to aerate your lawn and add soil 
amendments. Before applying any 
fertilizer you should have your soil 
tested to determine what is actually 
needed. The City offers testing kits 
for free that you can pick up at the 
reception desk on the third floor of 
City Hall.

April:

• Lawn seeding if desired. Hand water 
if needed. Not time to start your 
sprinklers yet!

• Weed control: Always start with the 
best and least toxic method - pulling 
weeds. If you do decide to use 
an herbicide read the label before 
using. I always start with half of the 
concentration recommended by the 
manufacturer first and work up or 
down from there depending upon the 
effectiveness. 

• Pesticides should be used sparingly. 
Consider planting select herbs and 
flowers in and around your shrubs 
and garden areas to help control 
insects and minimize the necessity 
to use additional chemicals. Dill, 
chives, garlic chives, leeks, shallots, 
petunias, nasturtiums, marigolds, 
chrysanthemums, alliums and many 
more are beneficial in deterring insects 
and attractive in the landscape.

May:

• Have your backflow assembly tested. 
This is required annually to be done 
by a certified technician and filed 
with the City. For more information, 
call 503-635-0280 or go to www.
ci.oswego.or.us/publicworks/
backflow-and-cross-connection-
control-program. 

• Irrigation system tune up time. Start 
up your sprinklers and check for 
leaks, broken lines, broken risers 
and heads. Adjust your sprinklers 
so that they are not spraying on 
the sidewalks, driveways or into the 
street. This is a good time to replace 
common spray nozzles with the more 
efficient multi-stream rotators.  
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Let’s Talk WaterContinued from page 1

of the treatment plant and intake pumps costs in the 
neighborhood of $500,000 annually for electricity. 
Distributing the water to homes and businesses adds 
another $250,000 or so in energy costs each year. It just 
makes good sense not to lose water down the drain or 
into the ground through a leak because water savings also 
results in electricity savings.

Economics aside, water leaks are a waste of the second 
most important element for our survival. Humans can 
survive without oxygen for a matter of minutes and can 
survive without water for three to four days. Water is 
precious. We need to be aware of how we are using our 
water, where that water is coming from and where it’s 
going.  After all, we are the only species on the planet in 
which our decisions, good or bad, must be lived with, or 
not, by all the other species on earth.

The week of March 16 and continuing through the 22nd 
has been designated by the Environmental Protection 
Agency as “Fix a Leak Week.”  The City of Lake Oswego 

will be participating. On March 3, Mayor Studebaker 
will make a proclamation during the Council meeting in 
support of this effort. This year, take advantage of all of 
the services and accessories provided for you by the City. 
Go to the water conservation website at www.ci.oswego.

or.us/publicworks/water-conservation-
program to find tips, videos and rebates 

to help you reduce water losses both 
inside and outside your home or 
business. 

Join us and commit to checking and repairing leaks this 
week and making regular checks in your home in the 
future. 

The Facts on Leaks
• The average household’s leaks can account for more 

than 10,000 gallons of water wasted every year, or the 
amount of water needed to wash 270 loads of laundry.

• Household leaks can waste more than 1 trillion gallons 
annually nationwide. That’s equal to the annual 
household water use of more than 11 million homes.

• Ten percent of homes have leaks that waste 90 gallons 
or more per day.

Leak Detection:

• A good method to check for leaks is to examine your 
winter water use. It’s likely that a 
family of four has a serious leak 
problem if its winter water use 
exceeds 12,000 gallons per month.

• Check your water meter before 
and after a two-hour period when 
no water is being used. If the 
meter does not read exactly the 
same, you probably have a leak.

Faucets and Showerheads:

• A leaky faucet that drips at the 
rate of one drip per second 
can waste more than 3,000 
gallons per year. Leaky faucets 
can be fixed by checking 
faucet washers and gaskets 
for wear and replacing them if 
necessary. 

• A showerhead leaking at 10 drips per minute 
wastes more than 500 gallons per year. Most leaky 
showerheads can be fixed by ensuring a tight 
connection using pipe tape and a wrench. 

Toilets:

• If your toilet is leaking, the cause is often an old or 
faulty toilet flapper. Over time, this inexpensive rubber 
part decays, or minerals build up on it. It’s usually best 
to replace the whole rubber flapper - a relatively easy, 
inexpensive do-it-yourself project that pays for itself in 
no time.

• One way to find out if you have a toilet leak is to 
place a drop of food coloring in the toilet tank. If 
the color shows up in the bowl within 10 minutes 
without flushing, you have a leak. Make sure to flush 
immediately after this experiment to avoid staining the 
tank.

Outdoors:

• An irrigation system should be checked each spring 
before use to make sure it was not damaged by frost 
or freezing.

• An irrigation system that has a leak 1/32nd of an inch 
in diameter (about the thickness of a dime) can waste 
about 6,300 gallons of water per month.

• Check your garden hose for leaks at its connection to 
the spigot. If it leaks while you run your hose, replace 
the nylon or rubber hose washer and ensure a tight 
connection to the spigot using pipe tape and a wrench.
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What Is Your City Doing?
We talk a lot about what you can do to conserve water, but what are we doing?  Here are just a few things:

• The restrooms in all City facilities 
were retrofitted with water 
conserving fixtures in 2008. The 
Chart below reflects the water 
usage 5 years before and 5 
years after the first full year of 
installation.

• The water distribution crews 
responded to and repaired 25 
main line breaks last year in 
areas throughout the city. Pipe 
sizes ranged from 2” to 8.”

• Three of the City’s six weather 
stations will be getting an 
upgrade this year. Currently, 
the Nansen summit weather 
equipment is being repaired 
from damage caused by a 
fire last year. It will be fitted 
with a snow sensor to assist 
maintenance staff in responding 
to imminent snow events 
more quickly. In addition, a 
frost prediction program will be installed on it as well as the Marylhurst station and the golf course station. This 
program will notify Staff and citizens of the likelihood of freezing or frost conditions in our city and make preparations 
accordingly.

• Last year, the City’s water conservation program provided Lake Oswego citizens with:

• 115 Faucet Aerators

• 54 Shower Heads

• 260 Toilet Rebates

• 10 Washing Machine Rebates

• 17 Rain Sensors

• 26 Residential and Commercial Water Audits

• 36 Soil Test Kits

• 11 Hose Bib Timers

High Fives
Go out to…

The 1,407 individual residents, apartments/condos and businesses that have 
participated in the City’s water conservation program since its inception in 2008. The overall 

water usage of these participants has dropped over 25% when the usage of 2009-2014 is 
compared with the water usage of 2003 to 2008.

The 183 residents and 3 commercial properties that participated in the City’s water 
conservation program last year. 

City of Lake Oswego. The webpages for the six weather stations that were installed in a grid 
around the city have been visited a whopping 390,000 times or about 1,070 times per day in 2014. 

Bay Vista Apartments and Lake Oswego Apartments. Both are showing a reduction in water 
use over the last 5 years of 41%.


