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Quick Facts— 

• Groundwater is distributed everywhere beneath Earth’s surface 
• Groundwater movement is something that is not easily observed since it occurs be-

neath Earth’s surface, however, it is an integral part of the hydrologic system and a vital 
natural resource 

• The movement of groundwater is controlled mainly by gravity pulling water through po-
rous and permeable rocks 

• Groundwater is naturally discharged into streams, lakes, and marshes 
• Erosion by groundwater produces amazing topography, such as caves and sinkholes 
• Alteration of groundwater can produce problems such as pollution, contamination, and 

disruption of ecosystems 
• The state of Utah uses 882 gallons of groundwater per day 

How does water become groundwater? 
As rain and snow fall to the ground across the surface of the Earth, the water infiltrates into the 
subsurface soil and rock.  How much of this water that actually makes it into the groundwater 
depends on a variety of factors: 

• Amount of precipitation 
• Soil/rock type 
• Soil saturation (how much water is already in the soil?) 
• Land cover vs. man-made surface (soil surface vs. asphalt) 
• Slope of the land 
• Evapotranspiration 

The process of infiltration involves water slowly percolating downward and traveling through a 
series of pores throughout the bedrock.  
Not all water that infiltrates the ground will stay in the topsoil layer 

• The water can move vertically and horizontally throughout the soil and subsurface ma-
terial 

o Enter a stream by seeping into a stream bank 
o Continue its path downward through pores in the substrate and ultimately into 

groundwater aquifers 
These processes are known as aquifer recharge. 
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Quick Look at Important Definitions: 

• Aquifer:  a rock formation saturated with water 
• Porosity: the percentage of the total volume of a rock that consists of pore space 
• Permeability: the ability of rock to transmit fluids 

 
Now, think about… 

• Which rock-type would allow for the greatest permeability of water? 
 
                     
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
What is groundwater used for? 

• Irrigation of crops 
• Public supply (drinking water) 
• Domestic water supply (wells) 
• Livestock 
• Industrial 
• Mining 
• Aquaculture (harvesting fish, crabs, etc.) 

 
Now think about… 

• Where does the salt go that helps keep our roads free of ice in winters? 
• What happens to the pesticides and herbicides applied to produce or our front lawns? 
• Where does the sewage from septic tanks go if there’s a leak in the tank? 

 
Rocks and people play an important role in protecting our groundwater 

• Rocks do a great job of filtering out organic matter, such as leaves, bugs, and dirt 
• Rocks cannot filter out dissolved chemicals, gases, or dangerous liquids 

Groundwater contamination is a major problem.  Once pollutants enter one part of an aquifer, 
the effects it has on all other groundwater, and even surface water (streams, rivers, lakes, etc.) 
is one that may never be completely remediated. 
 
Now think about… 

• What are other sources for groundwater pollution/contaminants? 
• Would contamination type vary depending on where you live?  How and why? 
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