
Going grey

This month in our 
‘Back to Basics’ series, 
Cathryn Hickey, 
Executive Director 
for the National 
Skills Academy 
for Environmental 
Technologies, looks  
at where to start  
when it comes to 
greywater reuse.
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RENEWABLES

The National Skills Academy for 
Environmental Technologies 
helps businesses get the 
skills and knowledge to take 
advantage of the market 
opportunities presented by 
renewables. As part of its 
offering, the Skills Academy 
delivers a Level 3 qualification 
in environmental technology 
awareness, designed 
specifically for non-technical 
staff or more generally for 
anyone interested in these 

systems. Understanding the 
Fundamental Principles 
and Requirements of 
Environmental Technology 
Systems is delivered through 
the Skills Academy’s network 
of training providers, providing 
a background in renewable 
systems which is ideal for 
non-technical staff, or anyone 
interested in low carbon 
alternatives to fossil fuels.

About the NSAET

G
reywater refers to 
waste water that 
is discharged from 
wash basins, baths, 

showers and washing machines. 
This water can be reused for 
‘non-wholesome outlets’ such 
as watering the garden, car 
washing and toilet flushing. Like 
harvested rainwater, greywater is 
classified as a Class 5 risk under 
the Water Supply (Water Fittings) 
Regulations 1999.

In some circumstances, it is 
possible to use greywater to 
supply a washing machine if 
it is appropriately treated. For 
irrigation, greywater should be 
directly applied to soil and not 
through a sprinkler or method 
that would allow contact with 
above ground portions of 
plants. Greywater should not 
be used to water crops, which 
are eaten uncooked. It is also 

recommended that greywater 
should not be applied to 
seedlings or young plants.
Greywater is not permitted for:
•	 Drinking	water	
•	 Dishwashing	(hand	or	machine)	
•	 Food	preparation	
•	 Personal	washing
•	 Showering	and	bathing

Greywater reuse system types
The type of system selected will 
be influenced by a number of 
factors, including the quality of 
the greywater being received and 
the intended reuse purposes. See 
Table 1 overleaf.

The most common greywater 
reuse system is direct pumping 
from the storage tank to the 
greywater outlets. 

The greywater treatment 
unit illustrated in Figure 1 uses 
physical, biological and UV 
disinfection to treat and prepare 

the greywater for reuse. Water 
enters the unit via an inlet filter, 
biological treatment takes place 
in chambers one and two, and 
UV disinfection takes place in 
chamber three. 

As with rainwater harvesting 
systems, all greywater reuse 
system supply points and 
pipework must be marked and 
labelled to minimise the risk 
of incorrect use of reclaimed 
greywater and/or the possibility 
of cross-connection between 
wholesome water systems and 
greywater reuse systems.

Regulatory requirements 
Planning	permission	is	not	
normally needed when installing 
a greywater reuse system in a 
house if the finished installation 
does not alter the outside 
appearance of the property. 
Where above ground greywater 



reuse storage tanks are to be 
included, planning permission 
may be required

If the building is listed or in a 
designated area, it is advisable 
to check with the local planning 
authority before installing a 
greywater reuse system – even 
if the building has permitted 
development rights. Consent 
is also likely to be needed for 
internal alterations to listed 
buildings.

The local planning authority 
should also be consulted if the 
property is in a conservation area 
or in a World Heritage site. 

If the project requires an 
outside building to house the 
greywater reuse storage tanks, 
the same rules apply to that 
building as for other extensions 
and garden outbuildings.

Building location and  
feature requirements
The following building and 
location factors will need to  
be considered:
•	 Location	and	space	for	a	

storage tank of a suitable size 
to meet the demand.

•	 This	location	must	minimise	
the potential for freezing, 
warming and algal blooms.

•	 Retrofit	installations	must	have	 
access for excavation machinery.

•	 A	suitable	supply	of	greywater	
in relation to the demand of  
the system.

Advantages and disadvantages 
Typical advantages of a 
greywater reuse system include:
•	 Conserves	wholesome	water.
•	 Indirectly	reduces	energy	

consumption and reduces 
carbon emissions.

•	 A	wide	range	of	system	 
options exist.
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Section of Regulations Relevance to greywater reuse

Structure Where greywater reuse system components put 

load on the structure and/or where excavations 

are made near to the structure.

Fire Safety Where holes for pipes etc might reduce the fire 

resistant integrity of the building structure.

Site preparation and 

resistance to moisture

Where holes for pipes etc might reduce  

the moisture resistant integrity of the  

building structure.

Resistance to the passage 

of sound

Where holes for pipes etc might reduce the 

sound proof integrity of the building structure.

Sanitation, hot water 

safety and water efficiency

Water efficiency.

Drainage and waste 

disposal

Sanitary pipework connected to greywater  

reuse systems.

Electrical safety in 

dwellings

The connection of greywater reuse system 

electrical components.

System type Description

Direct reuse system A system that collects greywater from appliances 

and delivers it directly to the points of use with 

no treatment and minimal or no storage.

Short retention system A system that includes a basic filtration or 

treatment technique, such as surface skimming, 

and allows for natural particle settlement.

Basic physical/chemical 

system

A system that filters greywater prior to  

storage and uses chemical disinfectants such 

as chlorine or bromine to stop bacterial growth 

during storage.

Biological system A system that introduces an agent, such as 

oxygen, into the stored greywater to allow 

bacteria	to	digest	any	organic	matter.	Pumps	or	

plants can be used to aerate the stored water.

Biomechanical system A system that combines both physical and 

biological treatment.

Hybrid system A combination of any of the above systems or 

a combined rainwater harvesting and greywater 

reuse system.

Table 2. Building regulations that have relevance, or might have 
relevance, to greywater reuse system installation work.

Three-chamber greywater 
treatment unit with pump 
and control panel

Greywater 
collection
pipework

Back-up 
water
supply 
connection

Greywater 
inlet filter

Point-
of-use
warning 
labels

Wholesome
water supply

Table 1. The six main types of greywater reuse system.

Figure 1 . An example of a direct 
pumped greywater reuse system.

•	 Greywater	is	free,	so	for	
buildings where a water meter 
is fitted the annual cost of water 
will be reduced.

Typical disadvantages include:
•	 Payback	periods	can	be	long.

•	 Not	always	straightforward	to	
install in an existing building.

•	 There	is	a	risk	of	contamination	
or cross-connection.

•	 Only	certain	types	of	outlet	
and appliance can be supplied 
using greywater.  ■
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