San Francisco’s
Water Efficient
Irrigation Ordinance
San Francisco Public Utilities Commission

In 2006 California enacted the Water Conservation in Landscaping Act requiring all
communities to adopt ordinances that regulate landscape plantings and irrigation practices.
To comply with the Act, the City has enacted a new Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance. In addition,
the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) has passed regulations for the installation and
maintenance of landscapes and the application of state limits on water use in irrigated landscapes in
San Francisco. The ordinance is effective January 1, 2011.
Common Name: African Daisy
Botanical Name: Arctotis
Water Use: Moderate

Common Name: Feverfew
Botanical Name: Chrysanthemum parthenium
Water Use: Low

Common Name: California Poppy
Botanical Name: Eschscholzia californica
Water Use: Very Low

The photos above were taken at the Garden for the Environment (7th Ave. at Lawton St., San Francisco). The Garden, partially
sponsored by the SFPUC, is open to the public and offers environmental education programs. www.GardenForTheEnvironment.org

THE ORDINANCE
San Francisco’s Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance meets state requirements while addressing the City’s smaller
lot and landscape sizes, and enacts water waste prevention measures now common in other California jurisdictions.
The ordinance requires that landscape projects be installed, constructed, operated, and maintained in
accordance with rules adopted by the SFPUC that establish a water budget for outdoor water consumption.
A Maximum Applied Water Allowance, or water budget, is calculated for each landscape project and provides
the project applicant with the appropriate amount of water that may be used to irrigate their landscape area.
San Francisco’s Water Efficient Irrigation Ordinance:
• Protects water resources and plant and animal habitats;

See back for:

• Increases low water use and climate appropriate plantings;

Who Needs
to comply?

• Reduces runoff and maximize water retention in soil and plantings;
• Lessens the impact of rising water costs on renters and homeowners.

Wate r efficie n t i r r i g atio n o r d i n a n ce
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WHO NEEDS TO COMPLY?
The requirements apply to public agencies and owners of residential, commercial, and mixed use properties
with new construction landscape projects or rehabilitated landscape projects*. If there are no plans to modify or
improve the property’s existing landscape or if the improvement areas are less than 1,000 square feet over a one
year period, landscape documentation does not need to be submitted to the SFPUC; however, water efficient
landscaping practices are encouraged. All landscapes are still subject to water waste prevention provisions.
Different compliance mechanisms are applied based on the square footage of the new or rehabilitated
landscape area.
Tier 1
New construction landscapes and landscape
rehabilitation projects with the following attributes
are considered Tier 1 landscapes and are eligible
for a simple online application and self certification
compliance:

Tier 2
New construction landscapes and landscape
rehabilitation projects with the following attributes
are considered Tier 2 landscapes and must submit a
landscape documentation package for plan review:

• Landscape area of 1,000 to 2,500 square feet;
• Turf not exceeding 25% of total landscape area;

• Tier 1 landscapes exceeding 25% turf
requirement;

• 75% of landscape area consists of low water use
or climate appropriate plantings .

• Tier 1 landscapes with less than 75% low water
use or climate appropriate plantings.

The Tier 1 landscape application includes a
description of the landscape project, documents
the selection of low water use or climate appropriate
plants, and confirms the use of water efficient
irrigation components and other relevant landscape
and irrigation information.

The Tier 2 landscape documentation package
mirrors state regulation and includes a landscape
plan, irrigation plan, soil analysis, grading plan, and
a worksheet for calculating the Maximum Applied
Water Allowance.

NOTE: Tier 1 compliance does not require the services of a
landscape professional.

NOTE: Tier 2 compliance requires the services of landscape
professionals.

*
•
•
•

• Landscape area of 2,500 square feet or greater;

Exemptions: This ordinance does not apply in the following circumstances:
Registered local, state or federal historical sites where the landscape is maintained as part of the historical integrity of the site;
Ecological restoration projects that do not require a permanent irrigation system;
Plant collections or animal habitat areas, as part of botanical gardens, zoological gardens, and arboretums, that are open to the public.

PROJECT COMPLIANCE
Landscape project documentation must be
submitted to the SFPUC for plan review prior
to modifications or installation. For projects
installed as part of the construction or renovation
of a building involving permits with the San
Francisco Department of Building Inspection
(DBI), the landscape compliance documents must
be submitted by the Landscape Documentation
Deadline which is 100 days following the issuance
of the first construction document.
Following the installation of a landscape project,
a certificate of landscape completion is submitted
which requires a property owner or a landscape
professional to attest that the landscape does
not use water at a rate exceeding the applicable
Maximum Applied Water Allowance. Approval of
this certificate is required before DBI issues a first
certificate of occupancy.

For questions about the Water Efficient Irrigation
Ordinance and other conservation services and
assistance available to San Francisco residents
and businesses, contact the SFPUC Water
Conservation Section:
www.sfwater.org/landscape
(415) 551-4730
landscape@sfwater.org
For more information on the state Water
Conservation in Landscaping Act:
http://www.water.ca.gov/wateruseefficiency/
landscapeordinance/

www. sfwate r . o r g / la n d scape

