
Plan 

By John Bianchin 

IN CANADA, THE USE OF 
water and the cost of providing it are both 
increasing, but the funds for building 
new facilities are drying up. So the 
government is stressing conservation 
rather than construction. Here's how 
planners can help in getting the public to 
turn on to turning off 

Water is expensive. Despite our 
perception of Canada as a water
rich nation, the process of 
providing this resource is a costly 
one, considering that 75 % of the 
population relies on municipal 
systems for safe and secure 
drinking water. The costs include 
those related to physical 
infrastructure, energy required 
for pumping, and labour for 
operation , administration and 

maintenance. 

More importantly, per capita 
water use is increasing, as are the 
costs associated with replacing 
old facilities or constructing new 
ones. At the same time, the 
government's financial support 
for such large capital projects is 
either disappearing or is 
contingent upon meeting strict 
conservation goals. 

Compounding this situation, the 
current water-supply rates do not 
take into account the accumula

tion of sufficient funds for 

infrastructure replacement. For 
example, $1 billion worth of 
infrastructure with a fifty-year 
life cycle requires $20 million per 
year in replacement costs. With 
many Canadian municipalities 
possessing several billion dollars 
worth of infrastructure, the 
burden of replacing or expanding 
these systems is enormous, and 
may prove unbearable for many. 
Therefore, water efficiency is 

beginning to attract attention as 
an important, viable and 
relatively inexpensive solution to 
water supply concerns. 

In general, strategies based on 
efficiency are faster, easier and 
cheaper to bring on-line than 
traditional water-supply capital 
projects. Moreover, since the 
tremendous, irreversible 
commitment of money required 
to build large supply, storage and 
treatment projects is not 
required, the financial risk of 
miscalculating water demand is 
reduced. 

The planner's role 
Traditionally, planners have not 
played a direct role in water
efficiency planning, even though 
they are in a strong position to 
promote water efficiency. 
Planners' responsibilities, which 

include the determination of lot 
size, the placement of structures, 
and the design of common and 
open space, are important to the 
process of improving water-use 
efficiency in residential areas. 
Furthermore, a major impetus for 
water efficiency is the 
accommodation of future urban 
growth. Since the relationship 
between urban growth policies 
and policies that control the 
provision of drinking water are 
deeply interconnected, the 
planner's role becomes 
increasingly important. 

Five steps to a water
efficiency strategy 
Most communities should have a 
least-cost planning mandate. 
They should also promote 
coordination between entities 
(particularly the Works and 
Planning departments) and 
establish a mix of initiatives that 
have target efficiency levels as 
their primary goal. 
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Step 1 - Designate a 
coordinator: In almost all 
successful strategies, one 
individual is responsible for the 
coordination and development of 
the strategy and the 
implementation of the resulting 
action plan. 

Step 2 - Convene a water
efficiency committee: Chaired by 

the coordinator or perhaps by an 
enthusiastic local politician, a 
committee can be formed by the 
community to focus on water

efficiency goals and options. 
Although the planning 
department should be an integral 
part of this committee, input is 
also required from community 
members, such as home builders, 
works and utility representatives, 
plumbers, environmentalists, and 

citizens who may be affected by 
new policies or initiatives. 

Step 3 - Discuss community 
growth targets in relation to 
water supply: The committee can 
then discuss the following 
questions: Does the existing 
system have the capacity to 
satisfy projected growth? What 
capacity will be needed, when 
will it be needed, and what are 

the costs of obtaining it if 
efficiency is not encouraged? 
Following this discussion, defined 
goals and a stronger sense of 
purpose (or urgency) will 
emerge. 

Step 4 - Decide on the types of 
initiatives to pursue: Depending 
on community needs, initiatives 

may target overall demand or 
summer peak demand . Likewise, 
they may concentrate on indoor 
or outdoor water use, and focus 
on one or more sectors of the 

community. 

Step 5 - Fine tune the strategy: 
An integrated, properly 
coordinated, but modestly 
budgeted strategy will have far 
more success than a single

purpose, large-budget strategy. 
Therefore, the process of 
choosing initiatives is crucial. The 
following questions must be 
considered: Can the initiative be 
implemented? Is it cost
effective? Is its success 
measurable? Will the initiative 

result in substantial and 
sustainable improvements in 

water efficiency, and does it 
con~derand respond to 

• 
• 

community goals and water 
needs? Although the list of 
considerations is long, exploring 
them will lead to a final group of 
viable, cost-effective initiatives. 

The planner's tool kit 
The qualifying principle in 
considering the types and 
magnitude of water-efficiency 
initiatives is that a viable 
efficiency initiative is one which 
is both cost-effective and capable 
of maintaining an acceptable 
level of service. There are four 
categories of water conservation: 
regulation, education/promotion, 
technology, and pricing. 
Although all four are important 
elements of a successful strategy, 
the first two are most relevant to 

planners . Some specific examples I 
are discussed below. 

Land development codes: This 

initiative introduces a procedure 
to determine the appropriate 
design of new residential 
developments in relation to 
water efficiency. Variables include 
infrastructure capacity, the 
amount of ground water in 
storage, ground water recharge 
rates, the annual amount of 
water demand based on 
population projections, and 
historical water-use data. If the 
proposal is not acceptable in light 
of these variables, the developer 
and planner must implement an 
appropriate plan of action to 
improve design efficiency before 
final approval is granted. 

Tap fees for development hook
ups: In this instance, a point 
system is used for each proposed 
development, with points added 
for inefficient elements of 
construction and subtracted for 
efficient ones. The fee is based 
on the total points that each 
development generates. 
Motivated developers will design 
efficiency into their proposals, 
focusing on the most efficient 
fixtures and landscaping 
techniques. 

Turf limitation by-laws: Some 

jurisdictions in the United States 
have adopted ordinances which, 

depending on lot size, limit the 
size of turf areas on properties. 
Lawn size thus increases much 
more slowly than lot size, while 
the excessive use of turf is 
prevented and water-efficient 
landscaping is encouraged. This 
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Regulation 
land-development codes * 
tap fees for development 
hook-ups * 

turf limitation by-laws * 
water-efficient landscaping 
by-laws* 

efficient land-development 
patterns* 

subdivision agreement 
modifications 

water permits 

plumbing code changes 

lawn watering restrictions 

landscape water assessments 

once-through cooling system 
bans 

industrial, commercial, and 
institutional water use 
inspections 

limited-use contracts 

type of initiative is especially 
effective in existing subdivisions, 
where development policies are 
not applicable. 

Water-efficient landscaping by
laws: Similar to turf limitation by

laws, landscaping by-laws can 
regulate the types of plantings 
used in a development as well as 
the location of certain plants. 
They can also ensure that the 
overall landscaping of the 
proposed development is done 
with consideration for water 
efficiency. 

Demonstration gardens: A 

demonstration garden featuring 
water-efficient plants and 

landscaping techniques will 
increase public awareness of the 
importance of water efficiency. 
The garden can promote and 
support other initiatives and 
regulatory measures related to 
water efficiency, while doubling 
as a recreational and educational 
resource. Examples of this 
include the Queen's Park 
Xeriscape Garden in Toronto, the 
Xeriscape Demonstration Garden 
in Kamloops, British Columbia, 
and Durham Region 's Water 
Efficient Garden in Whitby, 
Ontario. 

Efficient land-development 
patterns: The recent trend 
toward smaller, more dense 
housing, although partly 
motivated by high costs, also 
promotes efficiency by replacing 
private open space with common 
open space, where increased 
design control exists. 

Exploring further the notion of 
efficient development, the recent 
Seaton Design Competition 

sponsored by the Ontario 
government yielded a number of 

demonstration gardens * 
"environment" days 

educational videos or booklets 

conservation hotl ines 

water facility tours 

product giveaways 

radio and television spots 

bill inserts 

excellent designs. One of the 
designs based the magnitude of 
development on the amount of 
water that fell on the land, and 
included a proposal for "living 
machine" sewage treatment for 
residential dwellings. Another 
project of note is the Bamberton 
development in Mill Bay, British 
Columbia, which advocates 
efficient land development and 
involves stringent landscaping 
policies and water recycling. 

Monitoring and 
evaluation 
Unfortunately, the 
implementation of efficiency 
initiatives is, by itself, not 
enough. Because the results 
derived from each initiative 
become an important element of 
development and water-supply 
planning, one must know how 
well the overall strategy is 
working. A program of continual 
monitoring and evaluation 
should include the following: 

• Review what each initiative is 
expected to contribute to 
water efficiency, and what its 

specific goal is. Concentrate on 
measurable benefits. 

• Define the information 
necessary for measuring costs 
and benefits of each initiative 
and its contribution to overall 
efficiency. Identify sources 
where this information may be 
found and design tools for 
gathering it. 

• Gather information in a timely 
manner and maintain 
functional and durable 
databases. 

• Analyze periodically the 
success, cost, and other 
relevant characteristics of each 

retrofitting or replacing 
fixtures in existing homes 

rain barrel and lawn sprinkler 
timer installations 

downspout disconnection 
from combined sewer systems 

water reclamation and reuse 

automatic irrigation systems 

centralized, automatic meter 
reading 

system leak detection and 
repair 

water pressure reduction 

* initiatives of most relevance to planners 

initiative, such as the effect on 
customers' lifestyles or the 
natural environment. 

• Report on progress made, costs 
incurred, customer 
participation and response, and 
other effects, both expected 
and unforeseen. 

Although planners should play a 
vital role in this process, it is clear 
that no one person or agency 
can change the way Canadians 
use water. Only an integrated 
and well-coordinated strategy 
that supports systematic and 
gradual changes in behaviour will 
result in substantial and 
sustainable improvements in 
efficient water use. Water 
efficiency shou ld become second 
nature to Canadians, so that 

current water supplies and 
infrastructure are extended, the 
construction of new faci lities is 
delayed, and our water resources 
are protected. 

Water 
efficiency 
should 
become 
second 
nature to 
Canadians 

Pricing 
full-cost pricing 

seasonal pricing 
increasing block rates 
lifeline base price with 
inclining pricing 
excessive use charges 

Summary 
The process of providing drinking 
water to Canadians is a costly 
one. As a result of high 
replacement costs of water 

supply and treatment 
infrastructure, efficiency is 
attracting attention as an 
inexpensive solution to water 
concerns. Traditionally, planners 
have not played a direct role in 
water-efficiency planning, but 
they can become leaders in 
changing the way Canadians use 
water. When exploring potential 
efficiency initiatives, the 
qualifying principles are cost
effectiveness and the 

maintenance of acceptable levels 
of service . Only an integrated 
and coordinated strategy that 
supports systematic and gradual 
changes in behaviour will result 
in substantial and sustainable 
improvements in efficient water 
use. 

Resume 
Au Canada, la fourniture d'eau 

potable est un processus couteux. 
Face au coat de remplacement 

e/eve des installations de 
distribution et de traitement de 
l'eau, une solution economique 
semble s'imposer: la " gestion 
rationnelle "de /'eau. Jusqu'a 
present, les urbanistes n'avaient 
pas ioue un grand role dans la 
gestion de l'eau, mais its peuvent 
en devenir les acteurs principaux 
en modifiant les habitudes de 
consommation des Canadiens. 
Lorsque /'on examine les 
initiatives de rationalisation de la 
consommation d'eau, on 

s'aperr;oit que les principaux 
criteres sont la rentabilite et le 

maintien d'une qua/ite de service 
acceptable. Seu/e une strategie 
parfaitement integree et 
coordonnee, qui favorise un 
changement progressif et 
systematique des comportements, 
peut aboutir a un usage rationnel 
de l 'eau de far;on durable. 
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