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T took Elaine Nystrom years to master her
kitchen innovation: how to clean out food from
the sink after washing dishes without adding

more water.
“As you let the water out, if you kind of wash the

sides of the sink, it gets the water moving in like a
tornado,” Nystrom says, making circles in the air
with her hand.

“It sucks everything down with it as it goes, and
then you don’t have to use any more water.”

Nystrom, 36, used to just turn on the tap again,
like other people do, letting the flow of water do
the cleaning. But she says she felt bad for wasting
water and figured there must be a better tech-
nique.

It’s not that she thinks Winnipeg’s water supply
is in jeopardy. So why bother?

“If we all had that attitude, then we’d wreak
havoc on the Earth. We each have to take our
own responsibility for what we use and what we
do,” Nystrom says.

“No one’s really doing that enough.”
She’s determined to be proactive.
“More than likely, what’s going to happen is

it’s going to become an issue, and then we’ll do
something about it, because that’s what we do with
everything,” Nystrom says.

After Nestlé outbid the Centre Wellington town-
ship in Ontario for a well last month, Premier
Kathleen Wynne said the province would work to
put the community’s needs first, The Canadian
Press reported.

To target current issues such as this and to ad-
dress future ones, the Council of Canadians says
the country needs a national water policy. The
policy would recognize the human right to water
and outline the government’s responsibility in
protecting that right.

“Until (Canadians) experience not having water,
I think they continue to take it for granted,” says
Emma Lui, water campaigner with the Council of
Canadians.

“Having a national water policy would really, I
think, turn people’s mind to how important it is to
protect water.”

Manitoba has more than 100,000 lakes, the pro-
vincial government’s website states. Though a lack
of water supply doesn’t threaten the province yet,
Manitoba has its own problems.

There have been 14 boil-water advisories on
First Nations in the province this year, 10 of
which are ongoing, Health Canada says. Winnipeg
gets its water from Shoal Lake 40 First Nation in
northwestern Ontario, which has been under a
boil-water advisory for nearly 20 years because of
a lack of adequate water treatment.

A national water policy would include creating a
water-pollution strategy and establishing drinking-
water standards.

Health Canada has drinking-water guidelines,
but the standards vary between provinces and
municipalities, Lui says.

One challenge in implementing a national water
policy is getting the government to act. If it does,
Lui says it would be important indigenous commu-
nities approve the policy.

“It’s not a matter of ifs, but it’s a matter of
when,” she says of an eventual water shortage.

“In places where people do have access to water,
it can only be a matter of time before they do not.”

Lui gives the example of British Columbia, with
its vast supply of water. The province has more
than 20,000 lakes, according to the Freshwater
Fisheries Society of BC. Despite this, some com-
munities experienced drought last year. Lui says
it was a wake-up call, with people realizing there
isn’t an endless supply of water.
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Gordon Goldsborough, a water scientist at the
University of Manitoba, uses Lake Winnipeg as an
example of what happens when we don’t work to
actively protect water.

“When we go to the lake and we walk along the
beach and there’s this green scum washing up on
shore, we’re partly responsible for that,” Goldsbor-
ough says of algae blooms.

Water we use is treated, then goes into riv-
ers, Goldsborough says, eventually making its way
to Lake Winnipeg. The more water we use, the
more it’s treated and the more contaminated the
lake becomes.

He encourages people to conduct personal water
audits, keeping track of how they use water each
day. Water audits, available online, show what ac-
tivities have people using the most water with and
where they should reduce their use.

Nystrom’s kitchen sink innovation saves only
millilitres at a time, but she conserves water other
ways.

She doesn’t fill the sink to the top while washing
dishes. She showers only a couple of times a week
and collects the shower water to clean out the
bathtub.

She flushes the toilet only occasionally. She ex-
tends the time between laundry days by washing
dirt off clothes as it comes rather than starting a
load right away.

“Water is what keeps us alive, and we take it for
granted, and we use it like there’s always going to
be a lot of it,” Nystrom says.

“There’s not always going to be a lot of fresh
water, and so we have to learn to live with not a lot
of water.”

Most people don’t notice her water-conservation
efforts, Nystrom says, though she notices their
lack of effort.

“Canada doesn’t have to worry because we’re
vast, and we have all these huge bodies of fresh
water,” she says. “But we’re going to be a country
that other countries are going to look at and say,
‘What can we get from them?’

“I know this seems like doom and gloom, and it
probably won’t happen in our lifetime, but it will
happen, and we have to be responsible for what we
leave to the next generation or the generation after
that.”
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When Nystrom heats up water to wash dishes, she collects it in a container to add to a ceramic filter to drink later.
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Elaine Nystrom, 36, says she thinks people take water for granted. She does what she can to preserve water around her home and encourages others to do the same.

Nystrom uses two rain barrels to collect water for plants on her riverfront property in
the Bruce Park neighbourhood. She pumps water from the river into one and collects
rainwater in the other.

‘Water is what keeps us alive, and we take it
for granted, and we use it like there’s always
going to be a lot of it’
—Elaine Nystrom
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