Frequently Asked Questions

GRAYWATER
What is graywater?
Graywater is water from showers, bath tubs, washing machines, and bathroom sinks. It is water
that contains some soap but is clean enough to water plants. Water from toilets or wash water
from diapers is never considered graywater. Kitchen sink water is not considered graywater in
California, although it is in some other states.
Why use graywater?
Graywater increases our drinking water supply, decreases water and wastewater utility bills, and
reduces burden on wastewater treatment facilities. Another benefit of using graywater is that it
connects us to our water supply, helping us understand where our water comes from and where
it goes. Becoming conscious of our water supply encourages healthier product choices and
engagement with our landscapes. In concert with water-wise landscaping, rainwater harvesting,
and conservation, using graywater as a resource helps reduce dependency on imported water
and protects the urban watershed.
Is it legal?
Yes! In August 2009, California’s graywater regulations changed, allowing for lower-cost
graywater systems to be installed legally, including some without the need for a permit.
Do I need a permit?
In San Francisco, a permit is not required for a one- or two-unit residential building with a
graywater system that does not alter the household plumbing and follows 12 guidelines that are
detailed in the Graywater Design Manual. Any other graywater system will require a permit from
the San Francisco Department of Building Inspection (DBI). For more information on permit
requirements, contact DBI at 1660 Mission Street, San Francisco or (415) 558-6088.
How can I use it?
You can pipe graywater from your home directly outside and use it to irrigate ornamental plants
or fruit trees in your yard.
Is it safe to use graywater?
Yes. If you follow practical guidelines while constructing your graywater system, such as
minimizing contact with graywater and allowing graywater to percolate through topsoil,
graywater is very safe to use.
How much water can I save using graywater?
Graywater decreases potable water use by 16 to 40 percent, depending on the site and system
design.
How do I get started?
Review the San Francisco Graywater Design Manual for assistance in developing your graywater
system. To obtain a copy of the manual when it’s finalized in early spring 2011, please contact
the Water Conservation Section at (415) 551-4730 or by email at landscape@sfwater.org.
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