The Gray Area of Gray Water
Learn about this important source of water for your garden

I

n California, water is gold. Just ask anyone living
here in the Coombsville MST (Miliken-Sarco-Tulocay) area, where a dry well is not uncommon. By
contrast, many look at the water that goes down the
drain and all the rain we receive from our annual “100year” floods, and we think there ought to be a simple
way to capture and reuse it all, right?
A reader approached me several months back asking
for my help in installing a gray water system for her
home. She’s concerned about her water usage and
future restrictions during drought years. “Can you help
me design a system?” she asked. “Sure,” I said. “Love
to help.”
Let’s start with a little water primer. Water is classified
into two categories: potable and non-potable. Potable
water is safe for drinking. Non-potable water, for the
sake of my story, breaks down into these sub-categories:
rain/captured water, gray or reclaimed water, and black
or non-treated water.
Rainwater capture from roof drains is perfectly acceptable and reduces
storm-water runoff. If you are relying solely on rainwater collection, it would
take a large tank to provide enough water to serve your irrigation needs
during the summer months. However, for low capacity, companies such as
Rainwater Hog provide wall-mounted, user-friendly, 50-gallon plastic tanks
with a spigot that will capture and hold rainwater until you are ready to use it.
Installing gray water storage tanks should also seem like a no-brainer. In
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reality, the challenge comes down to code allowances,
storage capacity and filtering processes. The state and
county are very concerned about the health risks of
non-potable water reuse—and rightly so. Non-potable
water should only be used for exterior irrigation
purposes. These systems are designed to drip below soil
rather than spray, to avoid any airborne particulates.
Gray water capture and usage is more complex than
rainwater. Currently, the building code allows for a
single fixture, such as a washing machine or sink, to
be plumbed into a storage tank for irrigation. This
water must be filtered before use. A continual supply,
such as a kitchen sink, allows the tank to be smaller,
as it is resupplied with water. I don’t agree with the
limitation of one plumbing fixture and hope the codes
will evolve to allow for more fixtures to connect.
Black water, for purposes of the typical homeowner,
is best left to the sewer line or septic system for
disposal.
So after weighing through all the gray area, my client thanked me for the
research and consultation as she pondered the cost/benefit ratio of gray water
storage. One thing is clear when it comes to water recycling: Nothing is clear.
Be prepared to investigate, but don’t be deterred. You are investing in your
own gold in our Golden State.
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