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Foreword


Julie Jesseph-Balaa has created a remarkable low-cost guide to living better on less. She demonstrates that you don't have to be wealthy to be self-sufficient—you can tone things down and do more with less, as Julie shows here. This path to self-reliance and advice for how we can all be prepared for future emergencies is deeply inspiring.


She built her own greenhouse, grows food and sells it to the community at the farmers market, raises bees in the city, collects rain, and teaches her students how to recycle everything and to get involved in the community. These things don’t cost money, they just take time and commitment. Her lively book also tells us about cooking with the sun, making and repairing our own clothes, and how to be more prepared simply by using manual tools. And there’s so much more here!


This wonderful book reads both like a diary and a how-to guide for anyone wanting to follow in her footsteps. This book makes me feel even more prepared.


—Ed Begley Jr., Actor and Environmental Activist
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Introduction


It is always best to be prepared for anything that may confront us. The purpose of this book is to be a guide to our getting ready, and living ready, now.


Imagine that your world has crumbled! Everything you took for granted is not functioning, or it’s gone, at least temporarily. You still need to survive and to function daily.


War, famine, economic collapse, tidal waves, natural disasters, a comet hitting the earth, terrorist attacks—any of these possibilities could degrade the day-to-day functions that you depend upon to get food, water, money, and supplies. If suddenly thousands of people were killed, their jobs won’t get done, and that might affect your life and your town. The scenarios are many, and the more prepared you are, the better.


This book will teach you how to be prepared for emergencies, especially if you’re on a budget. But it’s not only about being prepared for emergencies. This text is all about how to live—ecologically and economically. You’ll find that if that is your focus, you will be better prepared for emergencies, and your life will be more meaningful, and more fulfilling.


Each of us can do a lot to reach this goal by adjusting how we live our own lives and interact with one another. We need to remember becoming prepared is an ongoing activity. It can be a great joy and accomplishment, which you can share with your family, neighbors, and friends. Preparation is a mental outlook and a way of systemized and principled living. Learn, apply, and share these basic strategies, and you will have an action plan and a good foundation.


I have, at times, felt that taking action seemed difficult and uncomfortable, or even painful, yet once you get started it is actually a joy. Let’s embrace our need to be prepared, one step at a time, methodically, starting with the basics!









Chapter 1


Water
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View of the California Aqueduct. (Photo by Getty Images.)









IN A NUTSHELL


• Finding local water


• Collecting water


• Water purification methods


• Home water storage


• Recycling household water





Even in the direst situation, you need water. It is the most essential element for life. Let’s assume that there’s no water flowing when you turn on your faucet. Now what?


Let’s explore where you might find your water. We’ll begin in the post-emergency city, and we’ll also consider some wilderness options.


FINDING LOCAL WATER


Do you know where your water comes from? Most people don’t.


If you live in a rural area, you may have a well for your water source, or perhaps a local lake or spring. It’s good to know where your water comes from, since water is the one resource that we cannot do without.


When my husband and I sat down and looked at a map of our neighborhood in Los Angeles, we started to note the various water features listed on the map, things like rivers (yes, there are rivers that flow through the L.A. area), lakes, reservoirs, springs, and even some streams in the nearby mountains. But where does everyone get their drinking water, the water that flows into the sink of every house in the vast multi-million population metropolis where we live?
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Samantha Bode, filmmaker, along the California Aqueduct. Bode walked the entire three-hundred-plus miles of the aqueduct over two months and created The Longest Straw documentary.





With a bit of research, we discovered that about 26 percent of the water for Los Angeles is obtained locally. Only 26 percent! That means that about 74 percent of the water comes from somewhere else. As we  continued our research, we learned there are three major aqueducts that feed water into Los Angeles County, bringing in water from over three hundred miles away. Two of the aqueducts bring water from Mono Lake to the north. The third aqueduct brings in water from the Colorado River to the east.
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A topographical map of your area tells you where to find local water. All water features are in blue.





As we began to ponder the deeper significance of these facts, we realized that for all the sprawling population of Los Angeles with its voracious water appetite, only one-quarter of that water is found nearby, in the local foothills of the local mountains. We felt concerned about what might happen as the population continues to grow, or what might happen if an earthquake cut off that water supply.


Of course, there are many things that are out of our control in our environments. But everyone, wherever they live, should learn where their water comes from. A topographical map is an ideal map to use to  see where water is located in your neighborhood. US Geological Survey (USGS) topographical maps show the contours of the landscape and all the water features, including springs, reservoirs, permanent rivers, and seasonal rivers.


If you don’t want to buy a paper full-color map from the USGS, you could also go onto Google Maps and study your local area, using the “terrain” feature.


I strongly suggest that you study whatever map you choose and make a note of the location of all reservoirs, swimming pools, rivers, springs, and water features where you actually might be able to get water in an emergency.


It would be wise to learn all the features near and far from your home, for the sake of knowing. But also consider that if you really had to haul some water home, perhaps while walking, you might be able to carry a five-gallon bucket in each hand but you probably wouldn’t fill each one entirely. You want a bucket in each hand for balance. You’ll see what I mean if you try carrying a heavy weight in only one hand for any distance. It’s very hard, and an equal weight in each hand would be much easier.


Let’s say you filled each bucket with three gallons of water. That’s six gallons total, and since each gallon weighs 8.3 pounds, each bucket will weigh 24.9 pounds. You’d be carrying nearly 50 pounds if you have just three gallons in each hand. Could you do that? How far would you be able to walk with that much weight?
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Person carrying heavy water buckets. (Photo by Racina Balaa.)





On your map of your area, study it for all the places where water might be captured or held. Reservoirs are everywhere, and these are potential  sources of water, obviously. But everyone else in town might know about the reservoirs, so consider the risks of exposure and go to the reservoir with friends.


RIVERS


Rivers and streams flow through many towns and even big cities, but as the water gets into the heart of the city, it’s usually underground or flowing through a hidden pipe. Again, if you study a topographical map of your area, you can learn where the waterways run. An older map of your city might even show you where the rivers once existed above ground, and this is often a clue to finding water. One source of old maps might be a local historical society.
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A river that flows through an urban area. The freeway is above.





WILDERNESS OPTIONS


In rural and wilderness areas, you can find springs, streams (seasonal and permanent), rivers, lakes, ice, snow, and of course, rain.


Springs tend to be the purest source of water, since they typically flow out of rock, and the water is not open and exposed, and therefore not subject to pollution.




When there are no obvious natural sources of water, you still have a few options.


SWIMMING POOLS


In cities and suburbs, there are likely swimming pools. These will hold water for some time after a disaster, and the water can be used. Remember, the closer to your home or base of operations the better, because water weighs about 8 pounds a gallon, and that can really add up. It would be a good idea to get to know all your close neighbors who have swimming pools. In an emergency where there is no water flowing in the city pipes, you could use that pool water, once treated.


Of course, all that water is probably chlorinated, and health authorities always suggest that you not consume such water. That’s good advice, but we’re talking about a situation where you might not have any other water. Keep in mind that the sunlight degrades the chlorine in the water, and then straining and boiling the water will make it a bit more palatable.
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Swimming pools are emergency sources of water.







Yes, pool water may be useful for some things, but converting it to safe, pure water will take effort.


So here are some general guidelines:


• Pool water can be used as-is to wash the feet and body—murky is better than nothing.


• Do you have sunshine? Letting the pool water sit in sunlight will cause chlorine to dissipate, and the sun’s UV rays will kill undesirable organisms. At the end of the sunshine treatment, that water will be cleaner than when you started.


• Filter water through layers of clean cloth, and then boil the water for a full minute (after it reaches a rolling boil) for drinking and cooking. Boiling will kill bacteria and viruses; chemicals and metals will not be removed.


Ornamental fountains are similar to pools and can be another good emergency source of water, at least initially. These can be found in residential areas, public gardens, and even commercial areas. The more you know about your area the better.


HOUSEHOLD SOURCES


Nearly every home has a water heater, and this might contain 30 to 40 gallons of usable water. Other home sources of water include toilet tanks, ice cubes, and obviously any stored water at the home.


You should go through your entire household and look for all the sources of water that you already have—water heater, ice cubes, toilet tank, swimming pool, fountains, waterbed, etc. But remember, those emergency sources are the source of water you will use only if you didn’t think beyond the moment. It’s good to know about those emergency sources of water. But you should also know about more regular sources of water, and how to store water. (We’ll get to water storage in a few pages.)




RAIN


“Wilderness” and “Urban” are not always clean distinctions. Both environments receive rain? If it’s raining and you need water, be sure to put out your rain buckets. In the urban setting, your roof is your “collector,” and all the rain that hits the roof drains to the gutters, and down to the downspouts. It’s easy to get 30 gallons of rain in a downpour.


The first water from a storm will usually be dirty, full of all manner of debris washing off your roof, leaves, and even bird feces. So let the first half-hour of rain clean your roof and then start collecting for consumption. In any case, wait for 30 minutes of a rain so that the pollutants in the air have been removed by the rainfall.


How do you process rainwater? Let it settle, and then carefully scoop it out of your bucket, cup by cup, and filter it through a fine cotton cloth.


This is a simple method. Put a funnel on top of the storage bottles (usually one-gallon glass or plastic) and place a tightly woven, high thread-count cotton cloth into the funnel. The tightly woven cloth helps to collect any fine debris in the water. Then boil the water before use, in the slight chance that biological contaminants have gotten into the water.
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Local historian Kevin Sutherland with a rain collection barrel positioned to collect rain that drains off the roof.
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One method to capture rainwater, so any debris is automatically filtered.







If your rainwater looks like dark tea, it might still be OK to drink if you really have nothing else, but you might consider using it for something else.


If you’re planning to use the roof of your home or garage to collect rain, you should make a point to keep the roof and gutters clean. One of the easiest ways to do this is to coat the roof with a white liquid rubber. We used Henry’s Solarflex 287, though this is just one of many options. This product was originally developed to keep mobile home roofs cooler. Still, this product will seal leaks in any roof, and it will clean quickly in the first rain. A roof coated with this product will last longer and produce cleaner rain for your use.
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Prudence filters rainwater.
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Henry’s® roofing product keeps the roof cleaner, so the collected runoff is cleaner.







You can collect rainwater in any containers, but clean recycled buckets, cans, and bottles are all free! We’ve used large trash cans, and pickle barrels. Place a window screen across the top of the barrel to prevent leaves and debris from dropping into the container.


Once the rainwater is collected, don’t just let it sit there and breed mosquitoes. Cover the container when it is full. Then, once any fine particulate matter in the rain has settled in your container, siphon or dip it out. Run it through a water filter if you feel the need. Then store it in clean containers.


One-gallon glass jugs are a good water storage container. You can reuse them for free, and glass is inert, so there is no leaching of particulate plastic into the water. Plus, glass lasts “forever” (assuming you don’t break it). Secure them by packing the glass jugs into wooden boxes or milk crates, with a little bubble wrap around each jug.
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Julie putting water containers into a safe box.
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Julie cuts plastic bubble wrap to wrap glass jars for storage. This will help prevent breakage.





A WELL


Yes, you can simply dig a well, but just like with real estate, everything concerning a well is about location, location, and location. If you must dig a well, dig it in a dry stream bed (water was once running there), and dig it on the inside of a curve, where the water would likely slow, and settle.


Though it’s not impossible to find water this way in urban areas, it’s unlikely in most cities. But it’s really a matter of your location. I recommend  that you obtain a topographical map for your location, and study it for your local water features. Go to usgs.gov. Or talk to a local geologist.


SOLAR STILL


The desert solar still is another way to extract water from the soil. It’s not something you do on a regular basis—this is an emergency measure.


Here are some general guidelines:


1. Dig a hole in a suitable place.


2. Put a container in the middle of the hole.


3. Cover the hole with a sheet of plastic.


4. Put a pebble in the middle so the plastic forms an inverted cone.


5. As water evaporates out of the soil, it is trapped on the bottom side of the plastic and drips back into your container to be collected.
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Students make a desert solar still in the attempt to extract water from the soil.







TRANSPIRATION BAG


This is a simple, but desperation-level, means of water collection. Place a clear plastic bag—the bigger the better—over tree branches that are exposed to the sun. It must be a tree that does not have toxic leaves. (Willow trees are ideal for this.) After a few hours, or a day, water will be trapped in the bag.
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This transpiration bag, on a willow tree for about twenty-four hours, produced over a quart of water.





WATER PURIFICATION METHODS


FIRE AND HEAT


Fire is the best way to kill biological contaminants that might be in water. You just need a pot and the ability to get a fire going. One way to do this is to just make a circle of bricks, and lay a grill over it. This creates a primitive stove for boiling water or cooking.




However, you should get a simple barbecue stove, or other backyard stove that you can power with wood, so you always have a way to boil water and cook food in the back yard. These stoves are inexpensively obtained at thrift stores or yard sales.


How long must you boil to kill all organisms? Since everything that gets you sick is dead at 160 to 170 degrees Fahrenheit, water is good to go once you bring it to a boil. (There are some rare exceptions to this.)
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The simplest method for cleaning rainwater or other water: pour the water through a heavy cotton cloth.





THE SUN


You can also purify your water from the sun. The water is purified by a combination of the sun’s UV rays and its heat.


You can fill up quart-sized glass jars and place them in the sun for a low-tech pasteurization. In general, about six hours in full sun is adequate for pasteurization. In this case, the UV rays sterilize the water.


SODIS


Are there any plastic liter bottles around? This is another of those ubiquitous bits of trash that you find just about everywhere in today’s world. A plastic bottle can also be used for water purification, in a method called SODIS that is widely practiced in countries where there is no safe water infrastructure.


According to various international agencies, such as EAWAG (Swiss Federal Institute of Environmental Science and Technology) and SANDEC (Department of Water Sanitation in Developing Countries), clear plastic water bottles can serve a valuable role in disinfecting water.
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SODIS is short for solar disinfection, a method of purifying water in clear plastic containers by placing them in the sunlight.





SODIS is an initialism for SOlar water DISinfection. SODIS takes advantage of the sun’s UV rays and the process of pasteurization. Here is one simple SODIS method:


1. Select a clear PET plastic bottle, free of scratches and dirt. (PET is short for polyethylene terephthalate, the chemical name for polyester.)


2. Fill the bottle three-quarters full of clear water and shake to aerate. (If the collected water is cloudy or contains suspended debris, it should first be allowed to settle in another container, like a bucket. Then the water should be strained through a cloth before being poured into the plastic bottle.)


3. Fill the bottle the rest of the way and secure the lid tightly.


4. Expose the water to the sun by laying the bottles on their side somewhere where shadows will not be cast on them, ideally on a corrugated metal roof.


5. Allow about six hours of exposure during full sunlight before you drink the water.


Adequate sunlight is necessary for this to work, and obviously, takes longer in the winter when the sun is lower. Cloud cover also means you’ll have to keep the bottles in the sun longer than the recommended six hours.


HOW LONG IN THE SUN?


• Six hours if the sky is cloudless or up to 50 percent cloudy.


• Two consecutive days if the sky is more than 50 percent cloudy.


• One hour at a water temperature of at least 122 degrees Fahrenheit.


During days of continuous rainfall, SODIS does not perform satisfactorily. Rainwater harvesting or boiling is recommended during these days.


Standing bottles upright does not work as well as laying them on their sides. And for maximum effectiveness, you don’t want water deeper than ten centimeters (just under four inches) for ideal UV penetration.


SODIS is an excellent choice if you cannot draw attention to yourself with a fire, or in the aftermath of an emergency where you have some plastic bottles but not much else. You also won’t need to expend the energy of searching for firewood.


For more research on SODIS, go to: http://www.sodis.ch/methode/anwendung/ausbildungsmaterial/dokumente_material/manual_e.pdf


MAKESHIFT WATER FILTERS


If you have a conventional water filter, use it!


But if not, you can use a coffee, beer, or soda can for a makeshift water filter.


Cut off the top of the can, and punch little holes into the bottom of the can. You then pack the inside of the can with something that will collect debris and contaminants in the water.




Various filtering agents that have been experimented with are clean sand mixed with a bit of charcoal (charcoal is the primary purification agent), or clean cotton, such as clean socks (or other fabric that can be packed tightly into the can).


A filter like this cannot be expected to be 100 percent effective, but it can help to remove some contaminants from the water.


HOME WATER STORAGE


WATER CONTAINERS, AND HOW TO GET THEM FOR FREE


For most people, storing water is a part of their emergency planning, unless you happen to live next to a lake or river. In an emergency, you want to have water near your home—and kitchen and bathroom—when you need it. You don’t want to haul a bucket from a water source each time you want water, do you?
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Begin a makeshift filter by punching holes in the bottom of a can.
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Pour water through the makeshift filter, capturing the filtered water in a clean container below.





So, what containers do you use for water storage? You can go to any home improvement store and buy buckets. They are under $10 each for a five-gallon bucket with a lid. Since you really want to store as much water as you possibly can for you and your family, five gallons is barely enough for a day! In fact, according to figures from the Los Angeles  Department of Water and Power, the average American uses about a hundred gallons of water per day! It’s an amazing figure, but true. You probably use way more than you realize when you calculate all your daily usage.


So, how do you store your water without busting your budget? Yes, you can buy large plastic cisterns, glass containers, or ceramic holding tanks, but these will set you back hundreds of dollars. What can you get for next to nothing, or for free?


First, let’s look at container materials. The military once used metal cans, which are bulky, heavy, and prone to rust. Metal is not a practical way to store water at your home. Ceramic, clay, and cement are all heavy, bulky, and usually built on-site by do-it-yourselfers.


Then there is glass and plastic. Glass can be obtained free and recycled, and it is the ideal material for water storage because it is inert and the container does not interact with the water inside. But they are breakable and possibly expensive if you must buy them. Instead, wash out and reuse all bottles that you purchase to store water—either rainwater or tap water. You can place them in plastic milk crates to protect them from breaking and securely place sheets of plastic bubble wrap or other packing materials around the bottles. Bubble wrap is easy to obtain for free by saving it when you get it in shipping boxes.


Then there is plastic. Plastic is ubiquitous, and in the food industry, it is constantly discarded. Restaurants, bakeries, grocery stores, caterers, food packers, and commercial kitchens all buy their foods in bulk, often in plastic buckets or tubs or barrels. This includes such products as frosting, dough, oil, pickles, cherries, sugar, etc. A small percentage of these containers are recycled, but most are—sadly—discarded.


If you do a little searching in your area, online, or just the “old-fashioned way”—knocking on doors anywhere they might be used and discarded— you can often find a good source for these five-gallon buckets and larger tubs. Use your imagination and just start asking at likely places; a nearly unlimited volume should be easily obtainable. Just be sure to wash any plastic containers thoroughly before use.




Keep in mind that plastic interacts with its contents, such as water. In fact, ever since things have been packed in plastic, we’ve all been eating minute amounts of it! That’s not a good thing, but you can mollify it slightly by being sure to change out the water in your buckets at least yearly.


RECYCLING HOUSEHOLD WATER


Recycling your household water is good for the environment and saves money as well. You can recycle your kitchen sink water and water from a dishwasher (if you’ve chosen to keep such an appliance). We use our dishwater three times: first, to wash our dishes; second, to water our window boxes on our deck; and third, as the water drips down to our fruit trees below the deck.


All water from the bathtub and shower can also be discharged into the garden. Water from a washing machine can be diverted into the yard. One of our friends used his washing machine water to water his fragrant roses which grew spectacularly by being fed the water that was enriched by the laundry detergent.


The only water that you would not send into your yard is the water from your toilet.


By the way, I suggest not using a kitchen garbage disposal, and that you remove them. They use too much water. You could compost all those kitchen scraps or feed them to your animals to make those scraps a usable and valuable resource, rather than sending them down into the municipal sewer.


How you go about water recycling depends on where your drainpipes are located and other factors. A house set in a cement foundation is often the most difficult to do recycling because the pipes are not readily accessible.
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