
Evidence to support adoption of the  
Building Regulations Optional Requirement

Water Efficiency in New Homes:

1.0 Background

Water is essential for life - yet here in the South East (as in many regions across the world)
water availability is becoming a concern. The South East of England is an area the
Environment Agency have described as having ‘serious water stress’; water scarcity/stress
occurs when demand outstrips supply1.

Population growth, climate change and environmental protection measures all put pressure
on water resources and contribute to water scarcity in the South East. On top of this housing
shortages means that lots more housing is needed today and in the future. Hence, planning
policy is a vital tool to help ensure long term sustainable management of water supplies, as
well as helping protect our local rivers and wildlife. Achieving a balance between these
conflicting demands is a challenge for us all.

The Code for Sustainable Homes was launched in 2006 
to help reduce UK carbon emissions and create more 
sustainable homes; it was the national standard for use in 
the design and construction of new homes in the UK and 
is still referred to in older Local Plans.
In 2015 it was withdrawn and some of its standards 
were consolidated into Building Regulations including 
the requirement for all new dwellings to achieve a water 

efficiency standard of 125 litres of water per person per 
day. In the same year, the Government updated Building 
Regulations Part G, introducing an ‘optional’ requirement 
of 110 l/p/day for new residential development, which 
should be implemented through local policy where there
is a clear evidence need.
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1.1  Water Efficiency Standards for New Homes
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2.0  The Need for Water Efficiency  
in New Homes

The Water Framework Directive (WFD) was adopted 
into UK Law in 2003. It was designed to change water 
management for the better by putting aquatic ecology at 
the heart of all management decisions. One of the most 
important features of the WFD is that it encourages public 
consultation, meaning everyone can have a say in what 
is needed to protect our water resources. It also takes 
into account the environmental, economic and social 
implications of any such investment/decisions. Delivery 
of the WFD objectives in the south east is set out in River 
Basin Management Plans for the Thames and the SE River 
Basins. These documents highlight a number of issues 
that are affecting the achievement of the WFD objectives, 
one of these is the pressures from water supply. Thus, 
there are a variety of reasons why water efficiency is 
important for Local Authorities (LAs).

LAs have a duty of care for communities and environment 
and the reduction in water use can help to minimise the 
quantity of water taken from the environment as well as 
helping to control customer bills.

•  The general Duty to Cooperate can also apply to water 
efficiency and, across the region, there are several 
examples of exemplar project partnerships between LAs 
and water companies.

•  Section 10 of the National Planning Policy Framework 
NPPF concerns “Meeting the challenge of climate 
change, flooding and coastal change” and paragraphs 
94 and 99 make specific reference to water supply within 
this context. Paragraphs 150 to 157 go on the set out the 
importance of developing strategic priorities in Local 
Plans and include several mentions of both water supply 
and wastewater.

•  LAs must “Have regard to the River Basin Management 
Plans and any supplementary plans in exercising their 
functions” and this includes taking action on water 
efficiency.

•  The production of mains water requires significant 
energy and chemical inputs and hence reducing demand 
for water can contribute significantly to reducing carbon 
emissions, especially where those savings are of hot 
water.

2.1 Why do we need to save water?
The South East England has amongst the lowest rainfall 
in the United Kingdom (total annual rainfall averages 
about 730 mm/ year) and classed as an area under ‘water 
stressed’ by the Environment Agency and it is likely to 
worsen.
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Table 1 Water company stress classification showing how the current and future scenarios have been
combined (L = Low Stress, M = Moderate Stress, S = Serious Stress)



The Water Resources Long Term Planning Framework 
(2015-2065) report published by Water UK in 2016 used 
new modeling techniques that clearly shows that in the 
future we will face more frequent and severe droughts 
than previously estimated.

In other words more severe water shortages is likely in 
the next twenty years is if we carry on as normal and the 
difference between supply available and demand could 
be significant by the 2040s. Without significant innovation 
and increase water efficiency we will need to rely on costly 
water transfers and new supply options. It together with 
the Water Efficiency Strategy for the UK recommends 
an extensive water efficiency program including smart 
metering, tariffs, retrofitting 65% of properties, new home 
standards of 105 litres per head per day and reduced 
leakage through active leakage control and pressure 
management. Furthermore, in addition to enhanced water 
efficiency - it looks at scenarios where all new homes 
achieve 105 litres per head plus extensive retrofitting, 

large-scale mains replacement for leakage. The report 
also highlights significant policy and regulatory support 
to achieve cost effectiveness to deliver the ‘extended’ 
demand management strategy. This can be done and has 
already been done as parts of Spain and Denmark have 
managed to reduce per capita consumption of water to 
100 litres.

According to the review Safe as Houses: Sustainability of 
the housing sector2 published by Sustainable Homes, one 
in 10 home is located in a water stress area.

2.2 Water Stress in South East England
As can be seen in Figure 1, under a range of scenarios 
linked to drought, climate change, abstraction, and 
growth, there will be a supply demand deficit in the South 
East of England.
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Figure 1 Supply demand deficit under a range of future scenarios in England and Wales



3.0 Water Companies
A consequence of the accelerated growth in the South 
East has meant that water companies have been asked 
to accommodate the new growth, yet at the same time 
their abstraction licenses are being reduced. Therefore it 
is vital that water companies support and are supported 
in initiatives to help get 110 lpd in planning policies 
across local authorities the south east to help meet their 
requirement to supply their customers. Those Water 
Companies that support using a 110 lpd standard include 
Affinity Water, Portsmouth Water, Southern Water, South 
East Water, SES Water and Thames Water.

3.1  Southern Water: The Case for  
a Variable Infrastructure Charge

Like many areas across the South East, Eastleigh in 
South Hampshire is planning large scale new housing 
developments to meet future needs. In addition, like many 
areas across the South East these developments are 
planned for areas that are ‘water-stressed’ In Eastleigh, 
water is largely supplied from local aquifers and by river 
water abstraction from internationally designated wildlife 
habitats. In order to help ease the situation Southern 
Water, Eastleigh Borough Council and the Environment 
Agency are working together to find ways to:

• reduce daily pressure on existing water resources;

• to protect consumers from high bills; and,

•  to promote a culture of resource efficiency to developers 
and residents.

One such solution is the use of a ‘variable infrastructure 
charge’ to encourage water efficiency in new 
developments. In the revised 2015 standards for new 
housing the Government maintained the water efficiency 
standard for new buildings at 125 litres per person per 
day. However, it also allowed an ‘optional requirement’ 
of 110 litres per person per day in ‘water stressed areas’. 
This allows councils to decide whether certain regulations 
apply to developments being built in their areas and can 
include water efficiency in areas facing water shortages. 
In this pilot scheme to help meet the local sustainable 
supply balance, the partnership recommended a voluntary 
target of 95 litres per person per day be set for each 
new housing development. Under the Water Industry 
Act 1991 a one-off charge is payable where properties 
are connected for the first time into the water supply 
or the public sewage system. For the term of the pilot 
scheme if developers meet the 95 litres per person per 
day target for new homes then Southern Water will give 

an infrastructure charge discount of 40% on the standard 
network connection charges, thereby giving a clear price 
signal for the developers to drive demand reduction.

Furthermore, setting such targets should assist 
developers by enabling them to fulfil their BREEAM* 
Communities requirements for their proposed schemes. 
By adopting this target developers will achieve a “beyond 
compliance” approach to sustainable water management.

Moreover, the pilot scheme highlights the benefits to both 
house buyers and commercial tenants of being water 
efficient with its associated savings on water and energy 
bills and related benefits to the local environment.

Please note this particular initiative that goes even further 
than the recommendation for 110 lpd set out in this 
document.

3.2 Retrofitting
Retrofitting is important because less than 1-2% of the 
total building stock each year is a new build and 70% 
of total 2010 building stock will still be in use in 2050 
(Retrofit2050, 2014). All water companies in the UK 
are statutorily required to develop a water resources 
management plan every 5 years. Demand management 
makes up a large part of this and many water companies 
are already providing their customers with a variety of 
advice and guidance on water efficiency, including running 
retrofitting schemes. In the last 12 months approximately 
90K retrofits have been carried out across the South East 
region. However, retrofitting is difficult - it is a time and 
costly consuming exercise and not all water efficient 
products are suitable for all properties. Therefore, it is 
even more important that we get it water efficiency right 
first time with new homes.

As a caveat it should be noted that there are limitations 
of installing water efficiency products in new homes and 
retrofitting older homes such as what happens if a the 
house is sold on, if the new owners don’t like the water 
efficient fittings or if they refurbish the may take our 
water efficiency products. This is the reason why effective 
communication and behaviour change is required in 
addition to water efficient fittings and fixtures.
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4.0 New Homes
The scale of new development that is needed across 
the South East region is immense - the Government 
had a target of 1 million new homes by 2020 but already 
there is a annual shortfall of 104,000 in London and the 
South East. Furthermore it is estimated that we need 
from 225,000 to 275,000 or more homes per year to keep 
up with population growth and start to tackle years of 
under-supply (Fixing our broken housing market report, 
2017)3. Yet at the same time there is need to share the 
already scarce water resources - therefore the need for 
implementing 110 LPD into local plans and policies is 
apparent.

However, there are other obstacles to overcome such as 
the perception that water efficient fixtures and fittings 
are more expensive than non-efficient products, whilst 
the reality is that they are practically the same cost as 
inefficient ones. Moreover, investing in water efficient 
fixtures and fitting brings other benefits including new 
water efficient home being exemplars driving the market 
for water efficient fixture & fittings as well as reducing 
energy costs and carbon emissions.

4.1 Water Calculator
The Water Calculator was developed to help provide a 
working example of the calculator used for part G of 
the building regulations. It uses the method set out in 
the ‘Water Efficiency Calculator for New Dwellings’4. 
The Water Calculator contains information on water 
consumption for hundreds of products, enabling quick and 
easy specification, without the hassle of gathering data 
from several product manufacturers. To access the water 
calculator visit: http://www.thewatercalculator.org.uk/

4.2 Water Label
The UK currently has the voluntary European Water Label, 
the Water Technology List and Waterwise Checkmark 
to help identify water-efficient products. As of 2017 the 
Water Label has 10,102 registered products covering 62% 
of the European tap and shower market and 68.7% of 
the European sanitary- ware market. Although there has 
been some increase in use of the Water Label in stores 
and online, it is still often not visible. Water companies 
in the UK have been reluctant to support the label until 
it is more visible in stores, due to potential impacts from 
customer complaints. The water label is currently limited 
to bathroom and kitchen fittings. It does not include white 
goods and devices that use water outside the home such 
as for garden use.

Evidence from other countries such as the USA has 
shown that the US Environmental Protection Agency’s 
Watersense labelling scheme by 2017 had saved more 
than 4.5 million

megalitres of water since 2006, 284 billion kWh, and 
USD$46.3 billion (GBP£33.26billion) in savings in 
consumer water and energy bills.s. The programme also 
extends to labelling of new homes. According to the Water 
Efficiency Strategy for UK, many UK water companies are 
keen to see a mandatory water label, as has been the case 
with energy, with the energy label now widely available and 
recognised at point of sale. The strategy also suggests:

•  Undertaking in independent review of the costs and 
benefits behind an improved water labelling scheme.

•    Make the water label an explicit part of energy efficiency 
retrofit schemes and building regulations.

•    Linking public sector water standards to the water 
label to encourage manufacturers to use the label and 
produce more efficient products.

•  Reviewing BREEAM accreditation and link the water 
components to the Water Label to help support a wider 
market transformation.
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Figure 2 The new European Water Label



5.0 Case studies
Swale Borough Council‘s new Local Plan was approved 
in 2017 and includes a policy on water use efficiency that 
requires the Building Regulations Optional Requirement of 
110l/p/d. This is supported by a strong high level policy on 
sustainable development (Policy SP1) in the Core Strategy 
that sets out that development proposals should ‘promote 
ways to reduce energy and water use and increase use 
of renewable resources, including locally sourced and 
sustainable building materials’. The Local Plan went 
through extensive public consultation and no objection 
was raised to the water efficiency requirements. This 
should give confidence to other local planning authorities 
that high levels of water efficiency in new homes is a 
prudent and uncontentious requirement that supports the 
responsible management of natural resources.

6.0 Recommendations
There is firm evidence in towns and cities across the South 
East that clearly justifies the need for more stringent 
water efficiency targets for new residential development. 
Local Authorities should consider all the factors in their 
local plans and we strongly recommend they adopt 110 lpd 
for water efficiency using the suggested wording below. 

All new residential development must achieve as 
a minimum the optional requirement set through 
Building Regulations for water efficiency that requires 
an estimated water use of no more than 110 litres per 
person per day.

Past experience has shown that successful adoption of 
110lpd in local plans requires thefollowing:

1.  Significant engagement and consultation is required in 
developing local plans, including engagement with key 
stakeholders and public sector partners, responsible for 
delivering a range of services and infrastructure.

2.  Recommend local plans are subject to public 
consultations (many people are concerned about water) 
and that where appropriate, comments from the public 
help shape the contents of this plan and helps with 
public buy-in.

3.  Local plans should actively encourage the design of 
new buildings that minimise the need for energy and 
water consumption, use renewable energy sources, 
provide for sustainable drainage, support water re-use 
and incorporate facilities to recycling of waste and 
resources.

4.  Local plans should have a positive approach to the 
adaptation of climate change -

•  by avoiding development in areas at greatest risk of 
flooding

•  and promoting sustainable drainage and

•  challenging water efficiency standards.
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Table 2: How should local planning authorities establish clear  
need/evidence for more stringent water efficiency targets?


