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CONTINUING EDUCATION CREDITS LEARNING OBJECTIVES

This article has been approved by BOMI for continuing education credit. 
The article’s learning objectives are listed to the right. For information 
on taking a test and applying for credit, go to www.buildings.com, click 
on Education & Webinars, then on CEUs.

➥
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percent, according to the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS). 
Compounding the urgency, most of the population growth 
expected over the next two decades is taking place in the dri-
est parts of the country, which already have the highest per 
capita water use (see map on page 47). 

While much of the public water supply goes to residential 
use, the USGS estimates about 17 percent goes to commer-
cial and institutional (CI) buildings. A report released in 2000, 
Commercial and Institutional End Uses of Water, estimates that 
CI buildings consume 15 to 25 percent of municipal water 
supplies. Landscape water is a significant part of a commer-
cial building’s water consumption (see chart on page 48). 
For example, the facilities manager of a Los Angeles office 
building using 3 million gallons of landscaping water per 
year would save 600,000 gallons and $1,800 on water bills by 
reducing irrigation usage by 20 percent. 

The bottom line? Get ahead of the curve and save money. 
Here are six rules of thumb for building professionals to save 
a little “blue” in their greening efforts.

T
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continued

Going Green by  
Saving Blue
Efficient irrigation design and practices save money on water and energy 

he primary focus of the green building move-
ment has been on energy – until recently. Water 
efficiency is moving to the top of the green 
building checklist, and building professionals are 
playing a key role in the shift. The old, waste-

ful ways are going away as consumers realize that water is 
a finite resource affected by our growing population and 
changing climate. 

In the most recent version of its LEED rating systems, 
the USGBC has increased the emphasis on water efficiency. 
ASHRAE’s Standard for the Design of High-Performance Green 
Buildings,189.1 includes a performance option requiring a 
50 percent reduction in outdoor water use. Some states are 
instituting landscape ordinances, such as California’s Model 
Water-Efficient Landscape Ordinance.  

Compelling facts are driving these changes. Across the 
globe, water consumption tripled from 1950 to 2000. In the 
United States, the population increased nearly 90 percent 
from 1950 to 2000, but water withdrawals increased 127 

By Joanna Kind

➥ Recognize good design and maintenance principles for irrigation systems.  

➥Understand the pros and cons of using reclaimed water. 

➥Recognize tools available to assist in designing and monitoring 
 efficient irrigation systems.

➥Understand the EPA’s WaterSense program.

Rainwater, onsite recycled wastewater, 
and municipally supplied reclaimed 
water – these are a few of the many 
water sources beyond the tap. But 
in some green building circles, the 
jury is still out on whether buildings 
should bank on these technologies to 
save water.

While gaining popularity in the 
green building scene, alternative 
sources can come at a price. Some 
alternative sources require tremen-

dous energy to pump or purify, mak-
ing the tradeoff less attractive.  

In the midst of the debate, green 
building 
professionals 
around the 
country tend 
to agree on 
one point: 
water is 
water, no 
matter what 

the source. Water is a finite resource, 
and having an alternative water source 
shouldn’t replace water efficiency 
measures. For example, using rain-
water to water a landscape with a 
poorly designed irrigation system and 
wasteful schedule is no better than 
efficiently watering a landscape with 
potable water. Whether it’s rainwater 
running off the roof or potable water 
from the city hookup, water remains a 
limited resource.  

Alternative Water Sources: Untapped Potential or Unforeseen Cost?

be thirstier than native species. As a result, choosing an 
appropriate plant palette is a first consideration in water-
efficient landscaping. 

According to the Federal Water Efficiency Best Manage-
ment Practices, native and other climate-appropriate plant 
species can stand up better to drought, reduce irrigation 
water use by more than 50 percent, and require less time 
and cost to maintain. Smaller turf and other irrigated 
areas further reduce mowing, fertilizing, landscape debris 
removal, and other maintenance.

Plan a plant palette that can survive on rainfall alone. In 
many regions of the country, natural rainfall can sustain 
landscaping once the plants mature. When supplemental 
irrigation is necessary, tools like EPA’s WaterSense Water 
Budget Tool help to create an efficient landscape (see sidebar 
on WaterSense on page 48). Grouping plants with similar 

1. You Can’t Manage What You Don’t Measure 
Many building professionals don’t know how much of their 

water use goes to landscaping. While metering for entire 
buildings is required in many jurisdictions, few buildings 
have submeters for specific end uses like irrigation. 

Submeters allow building managers to track landscape 
water use and target reductions. Leaks are easily detected, 
preventing a situation where a cracked pipe or broken sprin-
kler head goes unnoticed. Submeters can save on sewage 
bills: some utilities offer a credit on sewer charges if a prop-
erty can document that a portion of the water went outdoors 
rather than down the drain. Your documentation can also 
be used to publicize your building professionals’ success in 
conserving water.

2. Efficient Water Use Starts with Smart Landscaping 
No matter how it’s irrigated, lush landscaping will always 
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Most of the U.S. population 
growth expected over the next 
two decades is taking place in 
the driest parts of the country, 
which already have the highest per 
capita water use. As a result, the 
nation’s water consumption will 
increase far faster than its  
population. 

SOURCE: EPA

Alternative  
water sources 
should not  
replace  
efficiency  
measures.
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