26. Domestic and Industrial Reclaimed Water Use
Issue
Health Canada has guidelines 1 for domestic reclaimed water use in toilet and urinal flushing, but not currently for
irrigation and industry uses, including for storm waters, hence treatment needs and subsequent water quality
guidelines are limited in scope at this time. These guidelines in the document, “Canadian Guidelines for Domestic
Reclaimed Water for Use in Toilet and Urinal Flushing” by Health Canada, is applicable only to water reclamation
where the water source is domestic wastewater or grey-water and the end use is toilet or urinal flushing, either on site
or at a nearby residential or commercial location.
As the guidelines are specific to domestic wastewater or grey-water, it is unknown at this time how using reclaimed
water from industrial settings will be handled. It is also understood that industrial reclaimed water may have to
follow more detailed standards by Health Canada. Guidelines currently do not allow for Industrial effluents to be
reused for toilet, urinal flushing and irrigation although Australian guidelines 2, 3 provide a useful framework that the
Province of Alberta may consider in upcoming regulatory changes, as have the Canadian Standards Association 4.

Background
Currently the guideline values for domestic reclaimed water for toilet and urinal flushing are not risk-based, but
rather formulated on what treated water systems are able to deliver, viz:
• BOD 5

≤ 10 mg/L (median); ≤ 20 mg/L (maximum)

• TSS ≤

10 mg/L (median); ≤ 20 mg/L (maximum)

• Turbidity

≤ 2 NTU (median); ≤ 5 NTU (maximum)

• Escherichia coli none detected (median); ≤ 200 CFU/100 mL
As a nation, we have long taken for granted the apparent abundance of freshwater within our borders. Canada is
frequently said to possess 20 per cent of the world’s water but in terms of renewable supply—a more relevant
figure—we actually have only 6.5 per cent of the world’s supply, much less than Brazil and Russia and about the
same as the U.S. And with 60 per cent of our freshwater flowing north to the Arctic and 85 per cent of Canadians
living in a narrow band along our southern border, less than half of Canada’s reliable flow of freshwater is actually
available for use by most Canadians.
Canadians are among the highest municipal water users in the world. The average total municipal water
consumption—industrial, commercial, institutional and unaccounted water—is 622 litres per capita per day. 5
Although per capita water use appears to be leveling off after rapid increases through the 1980s, total municipal and
residential water use continues to climb. As a result, communities are now reaching the limits of their local water
supplies and the capacity of their current infrastructure. Between 1994 and 1999, one in four municipalities reported
water shortages due to increased consumption, drought, or infrastructure constraints. Continued urbanization,
population growth, and a changing climate will further exacerbate these shortages and increase the pressures
currently being placed on aquifers and riparian ecosystems as a result of excessive water use.
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The measurable contribution of water to Canada’s economy is estimated to be between $7.5 and $23 billion annually,
values comparable to agricultural production and other major economic sectors. A prime example of the importance
of freshwater to Canada’s economy is the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence River region. This region supports 45 per cent of
Canada’s industrial capacity and 25 per cent of its agricultural capacity, and contributes $180 billion to Canada-U.S.
trade annually. The lakes sustain a $100 million commercial fishing industry and a $350 million recreational fishing
industry and every year 1.5 million recreational boaters enjoy the Great Lakes.
Statistics Canada indicates that grey water is a huge source of potentially reusable water. Treated grey-water can be
reused for toilet flushing, irrigation and industrial use. Currently, there is no regulation for households to recycle
their grey-water. However, recently developed, risk-based standards were developed for decentralized systems,
primarily driven by a need in California. 6 Such a risk-based approach is consistent with drinking water safety plans in
Alberta that are being developed for recreational and reuse waters (Ashbolt pers. comm.).
Canadian statistics state that 35 per cent of the average household’s water is considered grey-water (showers and bath
water). Thirty per cent of the average household water usage is for toilet flushing. Therefore, if the use of grey-water
was regulated, it could be reused for toilet flushing, irrigation and industry which saves fresh water for other uses. By
reclaiming grey-water, this would positively impact the economic and business sectors firstly by saving an extra cost
on finding water sources in industries that require it, and secondly by cutting costs financially on water usage costs
leaving more capital to be spent otherwise.

Recommendations
That the federal government:
1.

Consider adapting wastewater reuse and storm-water/rainwater use guidelines so that they are consistent with
a risk assessment/risk management framework, as successfully used in Australia and about to be rolled out in
California, if not other U.S. states.

2.

Work with Industry to develop risk-based guidelines that permit reuse of industrial reclaimed water with the
understanding that this water when treated, meets the Canadian guideline values for acceptable risk.
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