Drips and Drops – Water Conservation Tips

Kenya is a water scarce country. This is not only an official classification given to parched places by the UN, but is obvious to all who live here. Maybe not so obvious though, to visitors who come for a short while and have their every need for water quenched. It is said you only really appreciate your water usage when you have to carry it yourself, or once it stops coming out of the taps. This is not to suggest that you ask your esteemed visitors to go out at the crack of dawn with a couple of mutunges, but it will never hurt to make them aware of the worth of this valuable resource. Not only that, it shows them that you are aware and responsible. 
There are a number of good water conservation practices which should be universally employed in order to reduce the strain on the environment caused by our insatiable water demands. Some simple measures can be put in place to lower our total water use and to ensure that nothing is being wasted. 
In the first instance, a water budget analysis needs to be done to show the amount and configuration of daily usage. Without this, it is very difficult to identify areas for improvement and to quantify conservation success. You need to know how much water is coming from different sources, where and when it is being used and approximately in what volumes. An example of water use volumes in different areas is shown below, with the reduction in volume shown after improvements to the system.

	
	Original system litres/person/day
	Improved system litres/person/day

	Blackwater
	
	

	Toilet
	50
	22

	Greywater
	
	

	Shower
	120
	56

	Hand basin
	19
	6

	Kitchen tap
	18
	12

	Dishwasher
	8
	5

	Laundry tap
	10
	7

	Washing machine
	41
	27

	Total – greywater
	216
	113

	Total – grey + blackwater
	266
	135


A thorough check for leaks should be done throughout the system by a plumber on a regular basis. A dripping tap can leak up to 100,000 litres a year, a number of these combined can make up more than 10% of your water bill.

The recent arrival of water efficient devices such as showers, toilets, taps and other appliances means that you can reduce your water requirement in one simple step. Dual flush toilets have the option of a 3l or 6l flush as apposed to the conventional 6l or 10l single flush cisterns. This alone can reduce daily water use by 30l/person. Water displacement devices (you can use plastic bottles full of water) can also be placed in the cistern away from the moving parts to reduce the flush volume. Aerators in taps and high efficiency shower heads can use less than half the water of conventional models with no perceivable drop in pressure. 
Reducing the lag time for hot water to arrive from its point of storage means that water is not being run for additional wasted minutes. The closer the point of production is to the user, the more efficient. Insulation of pipes also reduces lag time.

Using greywater to flush toilets and for washing clothes is now becoming more commonplace. Greywater is wastewater from all non-toilet plumbing fixtures, such as sinks, taps and showers. A system of basic filters to take out particles and pathogens, followed by disinfection will ensure the water does not become septic and smelly prior to reuse. From the example in the table, it can be seen that laundry and toilet flushing comprise about 30% of total water daily usage. It can be cheaper to incorporate this system when the plumbing is first installed to avoid duplicating pipework.
Rainwater is quite literally a resource falling from the heavens. It is significantly under-utilised, yet can yield a considerable quantity of water free from most ground based activities. Potential collection volume depends on the plan area of the roof and the rainfall in your area. A hotel in Mombasa for instance, with a roof area of 500m2, has the potential to collect over 600,000l in an average year of rainfall. Depending on the water budget analysis (discussed above), it can be determined how best to use this water. Although the Kenyan air is reasonably clean away from large cities, rainwater must be handled carefully to ensure it does not pick up contamination once it lands on your roof. The roof and gutters must be kept clean and clear of debris (particularly animal droppings and plant matter), there should be a device incorporated to discard the first flow and the water should pass through a basic filter prior to storage.
Treating wastewater (both greywater and blackwater) by the use of reed beds or other biological system allows more flexibility for reuse as the total amount of water used by the building is captured and treated. By mimicking nature, these systems are able to break down organic content and remove suspended matter in relatively small areas, as well as developing thriving wetland ecosystems. Such systems treat water to a level whereby it is safe for re-use in clothes washing, toilet flushing and irrigation, having a considerable reduction on overall water consumption. 
In addition to the above, sensitization measures are important to ensure that after all your efforts in saving water it is not being needlessly wasted at the use point. These include establishing good practice such as ensuring taps are not left on when washing up or brushing teeth and reducing amount of washing by encouraging towel re-use.
More information…….
Suppliers of low flush devices

Rainwater harvesting websites

Sarah de Mowbray runs GreenWater, an organization committed to making water and sanitation systems as environmentally friendly and efficient as possible. For more information please see www.green-water.org or email info@green-water.org
