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I. Purpose and Scope
1. What is the Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance?
State law (AB 1881 Laird) requires cities to adopt new regulations on outdoor water use. To do
so, San Francisco replaced Administrative Code Chapter 63 with new rules that meet the state
requirements. The Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance includes rules to encourage the use of
low-water use plants, efficient irrigation techniques and alternatives to potable water.
2. Why do we need the Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance?
Every year millions of gallons of drinkable water are use to irrigate landscapes in the city. By
using low water use plants and the latest irrigation practices, San Francisco can ensure we
maintain green spaces that make the best use of our water resources. The ordinance also
encourages the use of gray water (water from showers, bath tubs, washing machines, and
bathroom sinks) and rainwater harvesting to irrigate landscapes.
3. Who must comply with the Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance?
All public agency, commercial, and residential property owners must comply with the ordinance
when installing new landscaping or modifying existing landscape. If you have existing landscape
which will not be modified, you are not required to comply with this section. Only projects with
over 1,000 square feet of new or modified landscape cumulatively over a 12 month period are
subject to the ordinance. The following types of projects are not subject to the ordinance:
• Registered local, state or federal historical sites;
• Ecological restoration projects; and
• Plant collections or animal habitat areas open to the public (such as zoos or botanical
gardens).
4. Do small farms in the city or edible gardens need to comply?
For the purposes of the ordinance, seasonal plantings of edible plants are not considered new or
modified landscape area. Areas with edible plants may, however, be a part of a landscape plan
subject to the ordinance. These areas can be classified as Special Landscape Areas, allowing a
higher amount of water for the irrigation of edible plants. See question 21 for more information.

5. What are the different types of landscape projects subject to the ordinance?
Landscape type is determined by the size of your total landscape area. When calculating
landscape area, include all new or modified landscape area for which alterations will take place
over a 12 month period. The ordinance includes different requirements for different sized
landscapes:
Tier I- Landscape project is 1,000 square feet or more, but less than 2,500 square feet.
Landscape includes at least 75% low water use plants and no more than 25% turf.
Tier II- Landscape project is over 2,500 square feet, or within the size range of Tier I, but
includes less than 75% low water use plants or more than 25% turf.
Large Landscape Compliance- Property owners with over 10 acres of landscape can
apply to develop a compliance plan with the SFPUC.
6. How do I comply with the Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance?
After you determine which type of landscape project you have planned, submit the appropriate
application and any additional documentation required to the SFPUC. The SFPUC will review
your submittal and notify you when your project has been approved. Upon approval, install your
landscape as detailed in your plans and send the SFPUC a Certificate of Completion.
7. How could this affect my project’s permits at the Department of Building Inspection?
If your project requires permits from the Department of Building Inspection (DBI) you will have
until the Landscape Documentation Deadline, or 100 days from the issuance of the first
construction document, to submit your Tier I Landscape Application or Tier II Landscape
Documentation Package to the SFPUC. If your submittal is not received by that time, all
subsequent permits and inspections may be stopped. DBI also will not issue a First Certificate of
Occupancy unless a Certificate of Completion has been received or a Special Project
Arrangement has been established.

II. Requirements
A. Tier I
8. What are Tier I projects?
In order to simplify compliance for property owners with smaller landscape projects, the SFPUC
developed an easy online application for Tier 1 projects. Tier I projects must be between 1,000
square feet and 2,500 square feet. In order to be a Tier I project, your plans must include at least
75% low water use plants and no more than 25% turf. You do not need a landscape professional
to complete the application for a Tier I project.
9. What are the requirements for Tier I projects?
All projects must adhere to a Maximum Applied Water Allowance (see question 24). Tier I
project plans must also include the following:
• Turf cannot exceed 25% of the landscape area and turf areas must be less than 8 feet wide
and planted on slopes not exceeding 25%.
• At least 75% of plants must be low water use or climate appropriate. All plants must be
grouped into hydrozones- that is, plants with similar water needs must be planted together.
No invasive plants or noxious weeds are allowed.
• Mulch must be applied to all exposed soil surfaces and must be used on slopes.
• Irrigation Systems must be setup such that:

o Water emitting devices are selected based on the water needs of plants in a
hydrozone and, where feasible, trees are on separate valves from other plants.
o Controllers are automatic and utilize evapotranspiration and/or soil moisture data.
All controllers also must have rain sensors to stop or alter operate during
unfavorable conditions.
o Drainage from sprinkler heads, runoff, and overspray is avoided.
o Overspray may only be used in areas with turf. Overhead spray must be scheduled
between 8pm and 10am unless prevented by weather factors.
For more specific information, see Section 3: Landscape Design.
10. What do I need to send in before I install my landscaping?
Tier I projects can comply with the ordinance by submitting a Tier I Landscape Application,
which can be found online at www.sfwater.org/landscape. The applicant must certify that all
requirements have been met and must provide a list plants grouped by their water usage. If you
utilize the online form to select your plants, they will be grouped by water use automatically.
11. What do I need to complete my Tier I Landscape Application?
To complete the Tier I Landscape Application you will need the following:
• The block and lot number of your project site. Block and Lot numbers can be found online
at: http://gispub02.sfgov.org/website/sfviewer/index.htm.
• The SFPUC Account Number of the water service at the project site. If the project site
does not currently have water service, account number is not required.
• The case number of any previous application.
• The square footage of key landscape areas: total new or modified landscape area, turf
area, special landscape area, and water feature area.
• The square footage occupied by high, moderate, low and very low water use plants.
12. What if I am using the Tier I online application, but have plants not listed in the online
Plant List?
After you have selected the plants which are included in the online plant list an option will
appear on the following screen to add plants of any water use ranking to your selections. To find
the water use of a plant not on the plant list, lookup the plant in Sunset Western Garden book, 8th
edition and assign the water use associated with our region (region 17). If the plant is not in
Sunset Western Garden book, find a similar species and assign the water use raking for that
associated species. Finally, if none of these resources include your plant, contact the SFPUC for
assistance.
13. What happens after I submit my Tier I Landscape Application?
After your Tier I Landscape Application has been submitted the SFPUC will review the
application and notify you when the application is approved. After you have received approval,
install your landscaping as outlined in your application and send a Certificate of Completion to
the SFPUC.

B. Tier II
14. What are “Tier II Projects”?
Tier II projects are larger landscapes, 2,500 square feet or above, as well as any landscape over
1,000 square feet which does not include at least 75% low water use plants or includes more than

25% turf. These projects must submit more detailed plans and require the services of a landscape
professional.
15. What are the requirements for Tier II Projects?
All Tier II projects must calculate a water budget (maximum applied water allowance) and
demonstrate the planned irrigation system will not exceed that budget. Tier II projects must also
submit a Landscape Documentation Package developed by a certified landscape professional
which demonstrate adherence to the same principles required for Tier I (see question 6).
16. What is a Landscape Documentation Package?
A Landscape Documentation Package consists of a Tier II Application, including a plant list and
water budget worksheets, as well as the following required attachments:
• Landscape Design Plan
• Irrigation Design Plan
• Grading Plan
• Soil Management Report
Landscape Documentation Packages must be completed by a landscape professional.
17. What do I need to do after I submit my Landscape Documentation Package?
After your completed Landscape Documentation Package has been submitted, the SFPUC will
review your documentation and notify you when your plans have been approved. After you have
received approval, install your landscape as per the approved plan. Once landscaping is installed,
a certified irrigation auditor must evaluate the landscape to ensure the irrigation system is
operating properly. Finally, send the SFPUC a Certificate of Completion, including the irrigation
audit report, landscape and irrigation maintenance schedules, and an irrigation schedule.

C. Large Landscapes
18. How do very large landscapes comply with the Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance?
Property owners with a total landscape area of 10 acres or more can comply with the ordinance
through a Compliance Plan developed with the SFPUC. The SFPUC recognizes large landscapes
present great opportunities for water savings, but also special challenges. Compliance Plans will
outline a programmatic approach to achieve water savings and must be approved by the SFPUC.
Applications to develop a compliance plan can be found at www.sfwater.org/landscape.

III. Landscape Design
Below are general questions and answers related to landscape area and design. For answers to
more detailed questions regarding plan review or specific projects, contact the SFPUC Water
Conservation Section at (415) 551-4730 or landscape@sfwater.org.
19. Does the new ordinance prohibit me from planting high water use plants in my yard?
No. The Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance does not forbid high water use plants, but it does
require they be part of an overall design that uses water wisely. Plants that use a lot of water can
be offset by lower water use plants in other landscape areas. The intent of the ordinance is not to
dictate what residents must plant, but to make sure that we are considering water usage when
deciding how to make our city greener.

20. What is included in landscape area? Do I need to include my driveway or fountain?
For the purposes of the ordinance, “landscape area” is defined as all planting areas, turf areas,
and water features (such as fountains), including areas in the public right of way for which the
owner is responsible. Landscape area does not include building footprints, unless the footprint
includes planted areas such as a living roof. Landscape area does not include pervious or nonpervious hardscapes such as patios, walkways or driveways.
21. What is a Special Landscape Area?
Special Landscape Area is landscape area which receives a higher water allowance as calculated
in your Maximum Applied Water Allowance, or water budget. Special Landscape Areas include
edible plants, areas irrigated with gray water or rain water and area dedicated to active play
where turf provides a playing surface (such as parks or sports fields).
22. How do I know what plants are “low water use” or “climate appropriate”?
The SFPUC maintains a list of low water use and climate appropriate plants online at
www.sfwater.org/landscape. If you would like to use a plant that is not on that list, you can
reference the Sunset Western Garden Book in order to find the water use of the plant.
23. I feel that a plant on the SFPUC list or from Sunset Western Garden Book has not been
assigned the appropriate water use ranking. What can I do?
If you feel that a plant you are interested in including in your design is listed incorrectly or
performs differently in San Francisco than is stated, you can request the SFPUC change the
water use ranking of that plant. We prefer requests in writing with any additional supporting
documentation (such as a different water use ranking published by a reputable source). You can
send the request to landscape@sfwater.org or call the Water Conservation Section at (415) 5514730.
24. What is a Maximum Applied Water Allowance (MAWA)?
A Maximum Applied Water Allowance (MAWA) is also referred to as a water budget. It is the
number of gallons per year which is allowed to maintain a landscape in San Francisco, given our
climatic conditions. The formula for a project’s MAWA is:
MAWA = (35.1) (0.62) [(0.7 x LA) + (0.3 x SLA)]
MAWA = Maximum Applied Water Allowance (gallons per year)
35.1 = The Reference Evapotranspiration (ETo) for San Francisco (inches per year)
0.62 = Conversion factor (to gallons per square foot)
0.7
= ET Adjustment Factor (ETAF)
LA
= Landscaped Area includes Special Landscape Area (square feet)
SLA = Portion of the landscape area identified as Special Landscape Area (square feet)
0.3
= the additional ET Adjustment Factor for Special Landscape Area (1.0 - 0.7 = 0.3)
25. How do I know if I am within my water budget?
If you have a separate water service meter for irrigation of your landscape, you can compare your
annual usage to your water budget, or MAWA.
If you do not have a meter solely for irrigation, you can calculate the water applied to your landscape
by comparing your water usage during the rainy season (December through February) to your

consumption during the remainder of the year. Email the SFPUC at landscape@sfwater.org if you
would like more information calculating your estimated outdoor water use.
26. What is Estimated Total Water Usage (ETWU)?
Estimated Total Water Usage, or ETWU, is the number of gallons an irrigation system will use
per year to irrigate a given area. The formula for a project’s ETWU is:

 ( PF x HA)

ETWU = (35.1)(0.62)
+ SLA
 0.71

ETWU
= Estimated total water use per year (gallons per year)
35.1
= The Reference Evapotranspiration (ETo) for San Francisco (inches per year)
PF
= Plant Factor from WUCOLS (see Definitions)
HA
= Hydrozone Area [high, medium, and low water use areas] (square feet)
(PF X HA) = The sum of the Plant Factor multiplied by the Hydrozone Area for all hydrozones
SLA
= Special Landscape Area (square feet)
0.62
= Conversion Factor (to gallons per square foot)
0.71
= Minimum Irrigation Efficiency (IE)

IV. Resources
27. Where can I learn how to use water wisely in my landscape?
The SFPUC sponsors a series of free workshops at Garden for the Environment to teach San
Francisco resident’s ways to conserve water in the landscape. For a list of current classes, visit
Garden for the Environment’s website:
http://www.gardenfortheenvironment.org/pages/calendar.html.
28. I have a very large landscape. How can I get assistance making my landscape more
water efficient?
The SFPUC has developed a large landscape grant program to assist individuals with very large
landscapes to fund irrigation system retrofits or major landscape modifications. For more
information on our large landscape grant program, visit www.sfwater.org/landscape.
29. How do I find a certified irrigation auditor?
The Irrigation Association maintains a list of certified irrigation auditors which can be searched
by location. To find a certified auditor, visit http://www.irrigation.org/hirecertified/ or contact
the SFPUC Water Conservation Section for audit services.

For more information about the
irrigation ordinance, contact
the San Francisco Public Utilities
Commission Water Conservation
Section at:

For questions about other
conservation services and
assistance available to San
Francisco residents and
businesses, contact:

(415) 551-4730
landscape@sfwater.org
www.sfwater.org/landscape

(415) 551-4730
waterconservation@sfwater.org
http://conserve.sfwater.org

