
 THOUGHT FOR THE MONTH 
 
Greetings once again my fellow Defender’s of the Public Health. As 
all of you are well aware there is a major crisis in our fair state with 

regards to the current quantity of the MAGIC ELIXTER OF LIFE  better known as drinking 
water. It seems like you can’t turn on the TV or radio without hearing some news story about 
how bad the drought is here in Georgia. I decided to look into the trade toolbox that we (The 
Defenders) use to see what we could do to help with this problem. Of course the normal stuff 
was there – checking for leaking faucets and toilets. Replacing old outdated water closets with 
new more efficient models etc, etc, etc and Blah Blah Blah. While all this stuff is great, we all 
know about these things and are hopefully informing our customers about them as well. (While 
making a little money as well)  
 
When I told Ellen about what I wanted to write about this month she said that a lot of you guys 
were calling in and asking about Grey Water Systems and somehow I was sent on a mission to 
talk with Jim and Jerome Sabol (2 of PMA members) about their knowledge of these supposedly 
wonderful recycling devices. Well, I arrived and said Hi guys I’m here to learn all you know 
about Grey Water Systems. They looked at each other and then at me and said –“Carolyn – We 
thought you were coming here to tell us all you knew about them!” So we all got a good laugh 
and I told them what I knew and they told me what they knew and I decided I better go back to 
the great keeper of all knowledge – THE INTERNET. So here’s what I found out about Grey 
Water Systems. 
 
The principle of Grey 
Water Systems is very 
simple in theory. You 
take the used water from 
lavatories, bathtubs, 
showers and household 
washing machine and you 
“reuse” this water to flush 
your toilets and/or water 
your lawns and 
landscapes. (See drawing 
A) Just for the record 
there is such a thing as 
“Black water” which is 
water from kitchen sinks, 
dishwasher and toilets. 
Just think of all the water 
that could be saved if 
everyday when the 
millions of people who 
get up each morning and take showers and brush their teeth recycled the waste water to flush 
their toilets. Did you know that 24% of an average household water use comes from flushing the 
toilet? Did you also know that that by using a gray water system you will be reducing the stress 
and strain on either the local municipality’s treatment plant or your septic tank? Here’s one more 
little fact about gray water with regards to its use for irrigation; many of the soaps and mild 
cleaning chemicals usually found in gray water are rich in phosphate, nitrogen, potassium and 
protein. These “pollutants”, which are normally bad for our waterways are actually excellent 
sources of nutrition when used as irrigation of landscaping and flower gardens.  
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So, by now you are probably wondering how 
these great and wondrous things work? Well I am 
glad that you asked. All waste water from the 
lavatories, bathtubs, showers, air conditioning 
condensate lines and washing machine drains into 
a tank. Take a look at drawing B to see one type 
of tank. There are different manufacturers and this 
is just one example of a typical holding tank.   
 
Depending on the system used, the gray water is 
then filtered through some type of media which 
could be sand or diatomaceous earth in order to 
remove any solids.  
 
There are different requirements with regards to 
how the gray water is then processed based on the 
type of use of the gray water. If the gray water 
will be used only for irrigation (See drawing C) 
then you must add a check valve on the irrigation 
discharge line, add a vent and connect to the 
irrigation lines. A couple of things to remember 1) 
gray water can only be used as subsurface landscape irrigation, 2) you must make sure that your 
local jurisdiction allows the use of gray water for irrigation and 3) you need to connect a trapped 
overflow pipe indirectly to the building sewer. This is to allow any extra gray water a place to 
drain if you have more gray water than you need for the irrigation.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In order to use the gray water to flush toilets or urinals (See drawing D) the water, according to 
the 2006 Georgia Plumbing Code, must be disinfected with either one or more disinfectants such 
as chlorine, iodine or ozone.   
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Because there is a possibility that 
you might not have enough gray 
water to flush all toilets you have 
to add makeup water to the gray 
water. This is done by using 
adding a potable water supply 
line using a backflow prevention 
device. Also due to the fact that 
this gray water will be used 
inside the house a food grade 
vegetable dye must be added to 
make the gray water readily 
distinguishable from the potable 
water. Usually either green or 
blue is used. All distribution 
piping and reservoirs must be 
identified as non-potable water  
As with the irrigation system this 
system also has to have a trapped 
indirect discharge into the 
building sewer.  
 
Gray water systems come with 
different sized tanks. In appendix 
C of the 2006 International 
Plumbing Code there is a 
formula which can be used to determine how much gray water a residential household could 
produce. The formula is C = A x B 
 
A = Number of occupants: Residential – number of occupants shall be determined by the actual 
number of occupants, but not less than two occupants for one bedroom and one occupant for 
each additional bedroom. Commercial – Number of occupants shall be determined by the 
International Building Code.  
 
B = Estimated Flow demands for each occupant: Residential – 25 gallons per day per 
occupant for showers, bathtubs and lavatories and 15 gallons per day per occupant for clothes 
washers or laundry trays. Commercial – Based on type of fixture or water use records minus the 
discharge of fixtures other than those discharging gray water. 
 
C= Estimated gray water discharge based on the total number of occupants.  
 
Well there you have a quick down and dirty breakdown of a gray water system. If I can help you 
in any way or if you have any questions regarding one of these units please give me a call. Please 
remember that this is new technology and you must check with your local code official before 
installing these. I can’t express strongly enough how important it is to check, double check and 
even triple check you installation of these units. You are truly a defender of the public health 
with regards to these units. If gray water is introduced to the potable water system there is a 
possibility of making someone very sick if not killing them. I have spoken with a couple of 
inspectors and they all say they are handling gray water systems on a case by case basic. I am 
sure however, that if our present water situation continues there will be strict legislation passed 
regarding their installations.  
As always Stay safe and I hope that you guys and gals have a very Merry Christmas.  
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