
Harvest time
Increasing demand on water supplies has led 
to a move towards limiting consumption in 
both domestic and commercial properties. 
Adrian Gatford discusses the increasing role 
that rainwater harvesting is expected to play 
throughout the UK.

C
limate change has 
dramatically altered 
our weather patterns in 
recent years. The UK’s 

repeated drought/flood cycles 
are a problem that has been 
exacerbated by building on flood 
plains, over-abstraction from water-
courses, and population growth. 

As urban areas spread, the 
UK needs to manage its water 
resources more efficiently and to 
have tailored, localised strategies 
– both to reduce the impact of 
future droughts and to lower  
the risk of future flooding. 

Why rainwater harvesting?
Rainwater harvesting was  
placed high on the construction 
agenda with the introduction of 
the BREEAM rating and the Code 
for Sustainable Homes. 

Both schemes require a 
reduction in mains water 
consumption to merit an excellence 
rating, and rainwater provides a 
very acceptable alternative for 
non-potable applications such as 
flushing toilets or washing clothes.  

In addition, Part G of the 
Building Regulations now requires 
that water consumption is limited 
to 125 litres per person, per day. 
Capturing and recycling rainwater 

can reduce the amount of water 
used within a domestic setting by 
more than 50% – and by up to 
85% for a commercial building. 

However, an interest in 
rainwater harvesting goes beyond 
a drive for more sensible use of 
mains water. Rainwater harvesting 
systems reduce surface run-off 
during heavy rainfall and pass the 
recycled water indirectly via WCs, 
washing machines, etc into the 
foul system rather than the storm 
drains, ensuring that it poses no 
contribution to flood risk.

Because of this, rainwater 
harvesting is now a prerequisite 
for getting planning permission in 
some flood risk areas. 

When specifying rainwater 
harvesting there are inevitably 
questions around which system 
to choose, what size should it be 
and how should it be installed. 

How it works
The operating principles for UK 
rainwater harvesting equipment 
are broadly the same. Rainwater 
is collected from the roof of 
the building and filtered before 
entering either an above- or 
below-ground holding tank.  

The water can then be pumped 
directly to either the point of use 
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when the plumbing is already 
partly completed, which can 
mean costly rebuilding work to 
reconfigure the system.  

Having a technical team from 
the supplier on site also ensures 
effective co-ordination of the three 
trades required to install a system 
correctly – ground-workers, 
plumbers and electricians. 

The supplier should be able to 
advise on the size of the system 
and storage tank in accordance 
with BS 8515.

Specifying correctly
Selecting the correct size of 
storage tank is critical if the property 
is to comply with both BS 8515 and 
the Code for Sustainable Homes. 
Geographical location, annual 
rainfall, the area and type of roof 
or collection surface, and intended 
applications (now and in the future) 
are all considerations to ensure 
full compliance with BS 8515.

For domestic applications, the 
calculations are simple and can 
be safely estimated by using 
general storage-sizing tables. 

These tables (contained within 
the Standard) equate roof area 
with annual average rainfall depth 
to determine a suitable tank 
capacity. The number of residents 
in the house may also be taken 
into consideration.

For commercial applications, 
calculations are based on roof 
area and intended usage. Tank 
size is determined by considering 
consumption and yield (how 
much water can be collected 
based on roof size and rainfall 
levels) – both of which can vary 
significantly depending on the 
facility. Tank size is based on the 
smaller of the two calculations. 

For example, a 10,000m2 
roof area on a warehouse may 
only have two WCs to service 
the needs of a small number of 
employees. The size of the tank 
would, therefore, be calculated 
based on consumption rather 
than yield. By contrast, a high-rise 
office block with a small footprint 
but large consumption would 
need a storage tank capacity that 
reflects the roof size. 

(such as the toilet or vehicle jet 
washes) or to a high-level header/
break tank within the building, 
which will then service the non-
potable appliances as per normal.  

A third option uses a  
surface-mounted break tank and 
booster system. This combines 
the benefits of both the direct 
system (particularly useful in 
larger applications) and the 
gravity system because the 
mains water back-up is directed 
to the break tank.

Systems that comply with 
British Standard BS 8515 will be 
designed to meet minimum 
specifications, while also 
allaying any concerns about the 
possibility of cross-contamination 
of mains drinking water with 
rainwater.  

Designing a system
It is always recommended to 
bring in expertise from the 
company supplying the system 
at the very beginning of the 
project to assess the best options. 
Unfortunately, this often happens 
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Sizing of the tank should take 
account of the ability of rainwater 
harvesting systems to reduce 
surface-water run-off and limit the 
risk of flooding under SUR1 of the 
Code for Sustainable Homes. 

Most local authorities now 
requiring that the release of 
surface water from development 
sites be no greater than if the land 
was being used for agricultural 
purposes (approximately 5 l/s/ha).

Rainwater harvesting  
systems are one of the most 
effective forms of attenuation, 
when considered alongside 
soakaways, reed beds, lakes, 
green roofs and swales. More 
particularly, what could be a 
better representation of joined-up 
thinking than to recycle rainwater 
for non-potable uses within our 
homes and properties?  n

Connecting a rainwater harvesting system.

For handy hints and tips 
about effective and safe 
installation of rainwater 
harvesting systems, go to 
www.installeronline.co.uk/ 
rainwatertips


