
Recycled Water Ordinance
Requiring the use of recycled water for irrigation, landscaping and toilet
flushing can result in dramatic water savings

Purple pipe (Photo courtesy of Valley Water)

The Impact
Increasing the use of municipal recycled water reduces the use of freshwater—a particularly

important concern in areas suffering from water scarcity—and can lead to economic advantages
through cost savings and infrastructure development.

In Fountain Valley, Orange County (Calif.), the Groundwater Replenishment System—the
largest water recycling plant in the world—can treat around 110 million gallons of water a day. This
water, which would otherwise have been dumped into the Pacific Ocean, is the primary drinking source
for 2.5 million people in the U.S.

Description
Water and sanitary districts across the United States collaborate to treat and redistribute

recycled water. In California alone, 23 percent of water is recycled, totalling more than 686,000
acre-feet in 2019. Recycled water is treated wastewater that can be used safely for certain non-potable
purposes, such as irrigating public parks, playgrounds, sports fields, golf courses, and even gardens
and crops; controlling dust and cleaning surfaces on roads and at construction sites; and supporting
industrial cooling systems.
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Dual plumbing systems designed to utilize two separate piping systems for different types of
water allow municipal buildings to incorporate recycled or reclaimed water into a building's water supply
for non-potable uses.

Pipes carrying recycled water to properties such as golf courses and businesses are often
called “purple pipes” due to their lavender color to distinguish them from pipes carrying potable water.

A recycled water ordinance can regulate the use of recycled water infrastructure. For example,
Palo Alto’s ordinance requires entities that purchase water from the City of Palo Alto and are located
within areas with purple pipe infrastructure (excluding single-family homes), to use recycled water for
irrigation. If these properties have dual plumbing, they must also use recycled water for flushing. The
ordinance requires new land use or building permit applications for properties of a certain size to show
plans to use recycled water and include dual plumbing. It also instructs customers to pursue a recycled
water permit if recycled water is available to them. Exemptions may be made if existing landscaping
could be harmed by recycled water. Failure to comply with the ordinance could lead to a surcharge on
water or discontinuation of irrigation water.

Where It’s Been Implemented
The California cities of Palo Alto, Mountain View, Redwood City and San Francisco currently

have ordinances requiring the use of recycled water for certain purposes. The state of Nevada also
implemented a recycled water ordinance in late 2016.

Key Drivers
In many regions, especially those experiencing droughts or with limited freshwater resources,

the demand for water often exceeds the supply. Recycled water provides an additional source of water,
helping to alleviate water scarcity. Many areas rely heavily on freshwater sources for all water needs,
including those that do not require potable water quality (like irrigation, flushing and industrial
processes). A recycled water ordinance helps diversify water sources and reduces pressure on
freshwater resources. It promotes a more sustainable approach to water use. In the long term, recycling
water can be more cost-effective than sourcing, treating, and distributing fresh potable water, especially
in areas where water is scarce. Finally, implementing a recycled water ordinance often comes with
public education campaigns about water conservation and the benefits of recycling water. This raises
awareness and promotes a cultural shift towards more sustainable water use practices.

Key Factors for Success
Support from local leaders and public support are important and will likely require education on

the safety, cleanliness and types of usages of treated, recycled water. Palo Alto offers an FAQs handout
to assuage public fears (see References and Resources below).

This ordinance only makes sense for cities where recycled water is already supplied in at least
part of the city. A city’s decision to install or expand recycled water pipelines usually depends on a
variety of factors. One of these is having enough customers who can use and afford the infrastructure,
such as big developments, major landscaping projects or business/industrial parks.

Collaboration with the city’s building department and resources for engineers on recycled water
standards are also important factors for facilitating dual plumbing.

Key Obstacles
The up-front cost of recycled water pipe infrastructure to a city or its water agency, as well as

the cost of dual plumbing to developers, remain obstacles to an expansive recycled water system that
would make a recycled water ordinance effective. Different approaches will work for different cities.
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Centralized and decentralized recycled water systems may work in concert with other approaches such
as potable reuse, depending on a city’s needs and water customers.

Another obstacle may be concern about the safety of recycled water for humans, such as on
lawns where children play. While recycled water should not be directly sprayed on people, a lawn
irrigated with recycled water is perfectly safe, as treatment standards should easily meet or exceed
standards for uses such as irrigation. A combination of public education and transparency of
information could be an effective strategy to overcome this obstacle. Educating the public about the
safety, benefits, and uses of recycled water can alleviate concerns. This might include disseminating
information about the treatment processes, safety standards, and ways in which recycled water is used.
In addition, making information about water quality and treatment processes easily accessible to the
public by, for example, providing updates, reports, and data on water quality can increase trust.

Timeline to Implementation
The process of implementing a recycled water ordinance can vary in duration, but the initial

adoption of the ordinance itself can be quite swift. For instance, the city of Palo Alto passed its recycled
water ordinance in less than a month after its introduction, and the ordinance went into effect 31 days
following its adoption. However, the actual implementation at the facility level, particularly in terms of
integrating the necessary infrastructure such as dual plumbing systems and connections to recycled
water pipelines, can take a longer time. This phase involves retrofitting existing buildings and facilities
with the appropriate plumbing to accommodate recycled water, which can be a more time-consuming
process, depending on the scale and complexity of the required modifications.

 References and Resources
● Samantha Engelage, Senior Engineer, Environmental Services, Palo Alto,

Samantha.Engelage@CityofPaloAlto.org, 650-329-2123
● Justin Chapel, Public Works Superintendent, City of Redwood City, jchapel@redwoodcity.org,

650-780-7469
● Salman Husaini, Assistant Engineer, City of Mountain View,

Salman.Husaini@mountainview.gov, 650-903-6238
● California Water Board
● Palo Alto Ordinance for Recycled Water Use Process Review
● Palo Alto’s Ordinance for Recycled Water Use
● Palo Alto’s Updated List of Ordinances
● Palo Alto's FAQs on Water Reuse
● Redwood City Ordinance for Recycled Water Use
● San Francisco Brochure on Recycled Water Ordinance
● Nevada State Reclaimed Water Ordinance
● “Wastewater Becomes a Resource in Silicon Valley,” KQED, April 6, 2016
● The WateReuse Association (trade association webpage with helpful resources)
● “Expanding San Diego’s Water Supply,” San Diego Union-Tribune, January 11, 2015
● "World's largest water recycling plant located in Orange County getting major expansion" ABC7,

June 22, 2022
● “"Ozone disinfection: Construction at the Jean-R.-Marcotte water treatment station" Montréal,

May 27, 2022
● "Recycled Water Runs Through it: The Purple Pipe System" July 25, 2019
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https://sfpuc.org/sites/default/files/documents/RW_brochure_2020.pdf
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Register/2016Register/R101-16A.pdf
https://www.kqed.org/science/620606/wastewater-becomes-a-resource-in-silicon-valley
https://watereuse.org/
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/environment/sdut-environment-water-purple-pipe-2015jan11-story.html
https://abc7.com/orange-county-groundwater-replenishment-system-worlds-largest-water-recycling-plant-expansion-project/11988409/
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