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Grey Water Reuse
Good News! Grey water reuse is now officially legal in California.

Bad News! Grey water reuse is now officially legal in California.

The reuse of grey water provides an opportunity to join the green revolution that seems intuitively obvious and, on the face of it, very simple. The realities are that doing it right, not creating problems for yourself and your neighbors, and not wasting a lot of time, money, and effort requires an understanding of both the rules and the possible pitfalls.
First - What is grey water? Grey water can generally be thought of as the waste water discharge from clothes washers, showers, and bathroom sinks. In short, any waste water with a small amount of non-pathogenic suspended solids. By comparison other waste water from toilets and kitchen sinks is generally referred to as "black water".

Second - What are the new rules or just what has changed? Officially what has been changed are the standards for grey water reuse in the California Plumbing Code Title 24, Part 5, Chapter 16A, Part 1. In short, the revisions as they affect our community allow for the following:

· The discharge of waste water from a clothes washer or the combined discharge from bathroom sinks and showers may be used for irrigation. 
· The system design must allow the user to direct the discharge flow to the irrigation/disposal field or to the building sewer.

· The design of the system must not have any connection to the potable water system or any pumps.

· The discharge must remain on your property - not run off onto the street or your neighbor's property or into a creek or other natural drainage. 

· Grey water may be released above the ground surface provided that at least 2 inches of mulch, rock, soil, or  a solid shield covers the release point. 
· Due to possible mosquito breeding issues, grey water discharge must not pond, pool, or accumulate at any point for more than a day. 

The bottom line is that relatively small amounts of grey water may be released onto the soil as long as it doesn't run off of your property and it is done in a manner that prevents direct contact with the discharge by people or pets. 

Sounds simple enough but, when put into practice, there are a lot of assumptions that the earnest DIYer will innocently make that experience has shown lead to stinky, expensive, and ultimately frustrating end results. Before retreading the road of hard knocks it is strongly recommended that those contemplating grey water reuse read the information at the following web site: http://www.oasisdesign.net/greywater/misinfo/index.htm .

There are a few underlying themes in this list of common errors that people make when designing their own grey water reuse systems:

· Storing or accumulating grey water for a day or more. Grey water has a significant amount of biodegradable solids (lint, hair, other dirt) and often a small amount of bio-pathogens. Stored grey water very quickly becomes smelly black water. In short, it's a really bad idea, it's not allowed under the revised rules, and will get you some unfriendly stares from your neighbors.
· Filtering the lint and hair out of the grey water.  This is an obvious solution to the problem of lint and hair clogging pumps and the grey water distribution system. It actually works - for a few days.  Grey water system filters require cleaning surprisingly frequently. It's a messy, stinky task that you'll probably only do a few times.
· Pumping and/or distributing grey water through drip irrigation systems. In the absence of very effective and frequently cleaned filters, attempts to make either of these parts of a grey water system work for more than a few days are doomed to failure. Pumping is not permitted by the revised code. In short, don't bother even trying.
The list of common errors at the web site has very sound advice from authors who are very favorably disposed to grey water reuse. The LTCWD very strongly recommends that residents contemplating a grey water reuse system, read, understand the common causes of failed grey water adaptations, and act responsibly. 

The District has conferred with Stan Lowe of the San Mateo County Environmental Health Department as well as representatives of California Water Service Company. At the present time, the County does not have any specific rules or permitting requirements for grey water systems but they do urge that residents act responsibly and follow the requirements of the plumbing code. Cal Water is careful about the health aspects of grey water and would prefer, but does not require, that a backflow preventer be installed on the water service line of homes utilizing grey water distribution systems. (In the case of a break in the water lines, as water flows out of the system it can draw surface water through irrigation systems back into the potable water distribution system.)
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