
Conservation Measures 
 

Questions 
 

Q1. Promoting domestic water conservation  
a) In what ways, could a more proactive approach be taken to promoting domestic water conservation 

in Ireland? What costs might be involved? What resources might this require?  
 
The National Federation of Group Water Schemes (NFGWS) feels that there are a number of strategies 
that should be considered, several of which are already delivering water conservation on Group Water 
Schemes (GWSs): 
1. Using universal metering primarily as a management tool where consumers are informed of 

excessive demand that might indicate a leak 
2. It is recognised by GWSs that drinking water has a certain monetary value. For this reason, if for 

no other, charging for excessive usage based on metered readings should be part of any water 
conservation strategy 

3. Active promotion/incentivisation of water conservation devices in the home, in particular the 
installation of devices such as high pressure/low flow taps & shower heads, dual flush toilets 
and/or smaller toilet cisterns. 

4. Introducing planning controls for new dwelling houses to include the mandatory installation of 
rainwater harvesting systems during construction. 

5. Introducing financial incentives (e.g. a property tax rebate) for those who implement water 
conservation measures such as those outlined in 3 & 4 above 

6. Further developing water awareness education in schools (i.e. expanding on the existing Green 
Schools initiative).  

 
Costs/resources will depend on the scale of the incentives on offer towards conservation initiatives 
plus the cost of implementing a charging system based on metering. If a cost benefit analysis was to 
be completed, costs must be evaluated against the savings that will accrue due to less pressure 
on/demand for infrastructure, reduced pumping costs, reduced use of consumables and an overall 
reduced environmental impact, including savings at wastewater treatment stage. 
 
At a recent GWS caretaker seminar held by the NFGWS, those present were asked which of all of the 
technological innovations introduced in the water industry over recent decades they valued most. 
They were unanimous in their view that the installation of consumer meters was the most 
transformative and positive development. 
 

 
b) What approaches have other countries taken to promoting domestic water conservation? Are there 

any, in particular, that appear appropriate for Ireland and worth currently considering? 
 
There is a considerable amount of data produced by other organisations and available online in 
relation to approaches that other countries have taken in Europe and the world. From our own 
experience in the Irish rural water sector, educating consumers to use their meter as a water 
conservation tool and charging consumers for excessive usage has worked very well. 
 
We note that some utilities in the UK are now introducing Smart Water meters. Such initiatives would, 
we feel, make excellent data available to householders, creating awareness of excessive water 
consumption. 
 
 
 



c) In general, what are the most efficient domestic water conservation measures? What is your 
assessment based on? 
 
The most efficient water conservation measure, as already stated, is educating the consumer to use 
their meter as a water conservation tool in conjunction with charging for excessive metered usage. 
Where this approach has been taken, a householder is ‘incentivised’ to conserve (See answer to Q1a 
above also). Our assessment is based on the historic success of the GWS sector in promoting water 
conservation. 
 

d) How can water customers be helped understand the true value of water with a view to maximising 
behaviour that conserves water? Is there any evidence regarding what measure, or mix of measures, 
typically works best in this regard? 
 
It is important that people availing of a service such as water are treated as consumers with rights, 
rather than customers of a utility. Our experience with GWS members is that the vast majority of 
people respond positively to an equitable system which is applied fairly. The actual costs of drinking 
water production and delivery and the full costs of waste water treatment need to be spelt out simply 
so that consumers are disabused of the notion that a drinking water supply is ‘cost free’. 
 
We find that the NFGWS schools programme ‘All about Water’ has worked very well as a conduit for 
children to educate their parents about key environmental messages, including the value of water and 
of water conservation. 
 

e) Are there any obstacles to improving domestic water conservation measures in Ireland? If yes, how 
might these be overcome? What resources might this require?  
 
In the absence of realistic charges based on excessive water usage there is little monetary value placed 
on water and the costs associated with providing a treated water supply. Consequently, there is no 
real financial incentive for householders to install water conservation devices. Unlike other utilities, 
such as electricity, there is no payback period incentive for reducing water consumption at present. 
 
We feel that this can be successfully overcome by implementing what we have outlined in Q1a. 
 

f) What incentive(s) do water users have to conserve water under the proposed funding model in the 
Expert Commission report? Are these optimal? Could the incentive(s) be improved in any way? 
 
At present, there is very little incentive for domestic water consumers to conserve water on public 
supplies. The best incentive outlined in the report is to give a free domestic allocation that meets the 
needs of consumers but with full cost recovery for the balance of water consumed which can only be 
based on meter readings. 
 
As outlined in our submission to the Expert Commission, the Revenue Commissioners might be given 
the powers to collect water charges alongside the local property tax. This approach would potentially 
incentivise consumers to reduce their liability by taking all necessary steps to eliminate excessive 
water usage/ wastage. 

 
 

g) A Water Conservation Grant was available in 2015. Should grants be provided to those who 
undertake domestic water conservation measures? If yes, how might such schemes operate?  
 
Under the water conservation grant system in 2015 there was no incentive or requirement to actually 
implement any water conservation measures. Any future water conservation grants should be 



conditional on the installation of tried and tested water conservation devices. There are already 
successful schemes in operation in the energy sector which could be replicated. 
Any savings made by the consumer through implementing water conservation measures will also be 
to their own financial benefit in the context of water charges for excessive usage.  
 

h) How effective is pricing as a water conservation strategy? Given the range of potential conservation 
measures that could be employed, how much of a role do pricing strategies generally play in 
encouraging behaviour that conserves water?  
 
As already stated, the charging system generally employed by the GWS sector is universal metering, 
charging for excessive usage and efficient management. This approach has been very successful on 
several levels including;  

1. Collects sufficient funding to guarantee successful operation of a valued service. 
2. Allows GWS management to; 

 measure and control water demand,  

 detect leakage and whether that leakage is on the GWS or the members’ side and 

 prepare, implement and update a well-informed and cost effective programme of leakage 
control and mains rehabilitation 

3. Consumers takes ownership of their own individual supply by ensuring water conservation 
measures are in place, thereby saving themselves money. 

In our experience, this approach has had the most significant impact on consumers’ attitudes towards 
their water consumption, resulting in them implementing further water conservation measures. 
 

i) Given the overall package of recommendations by the Expert Commission, would other additional 
water conservation strategies be required compared to alternative funding models? 
 
See Q1a for the six measures we feel are required as part of an overall water conservation strategy. 
 

j) What measures could be taken to encourage domestic water conservation if Ireland adopts the 
Commission’s recommendation to charge users only for “excessive use”?  
 
See Q1a for the six measures we feel are required as part of an overall water conservation strategy. 
 

k) Are there any other stakeholders apart from Irish Water who could play a role in promoting water 
conservation? What role could they play? What resources might they need to fulfil this role? 
 
The GWS sector is already playing a very important role in this area which is documented extensively 
on the NFGWS website www.nfgws.ie. Past issues of our quarterly magazine, Rural Water News (also 
available on our website) provide a wealth of information on the various successes of the sector in 
this regard. The NFGWS has experience in dealing with a number of stakeholders in the area of water 
conservation such as: 

 Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government 

 Local Authorities Waters & Communities Office (LAWCO) 

 Sustainable Water Network (SWAN) 

 Farming organisations 

 Several 3rd level institutions  
All of these organisations and others, including The Department of Education, An Taisce and the Public 
Water Forum, have an important role to play in this area. It is very important that a joined up 
programme be established and sufficiently resourced. 
 
There have also been a number of studies completed by 3rd level institutions in the areas of water 
consumption and water conservation which should be considered.  
 

http://www.nfgws.ie/


Some other excellent sources of water conservation information are also available from 
www.taptips.ie or www.slowtheflow.ie 

 
Q2. Potential role of Irish Water  

a) What type of advice could Irish Water give to water users regarding water conservation? What 
water conserving devices could Irish Water provide access to? 

Irish Water (IW) already has a lot of good information on its website. If not already completed, IW 
should compile an advice note on water conservation for issue to all consumers, particularly those 
with leaks/high usage. 

Devices might include, smart meters, low flow high pressure taps and showers, small cistern toilets 
etc. IW should consider supplying these kinds of devices at cost to consumers.  

We note that Trinity College Dublin (TCD) and IW are due to commence a project in Athenry, Co. 
Galway on a number of domestic properties analysing how effective a range of different water 
conservation devices are in the home. Relaying this information nationally will inform consumers and 
IW as to what the most effective water conservation devices are in an Irish setting. 

 

b) What would be the costs and benefits of Irish Water providing access to water conserving devices? 
Who should be responsible for meeting the costs of this? What financial implications might this have 
for both the State and households? If costs would arise for the State, how should this be funded?  

It’s difficult to quantify this without completing a full cost-benefit analysis on each device. See Q1a 
paragraph on costs/resources. As stated in Q2a, research such as that being conducted by the TCD 
and IW project in Athenry will be a great source of data to accurately enable answering this question 
over time. 

 

c) How much water would you expect different domestic conservation devices, such as rain harvesting 
systems and shower, tap and cistern fittings, to save? Which devices typically save the most water? 
Which offer best value for money?  

In 2005 the National Rural Water Monitoring Committee commissioned a study on rainwater 
harvesting on a domestic houses connected to a GWS in Co. Carlow, and an agricultural site in Co. 
Meath. The study was undertaken by Dublin Institute of Technology and the final report on this project 
can be viewed on the NFGWS website (www.nfgws.ie). The report established that up to 33% of mains 
water can be saved as a direct result of using a rainwater harvesting system supplying toilet cisterns 
alone. However, a range of new rainwater harvesting systems are available on the market today that 
include a minor treatment system. These systems have the potential to facilitate the use of much more 
rainwater for domestic purposes as this water, once treated, can be pumped directly into the typical 
domestic water storage tank in the attic.   

See Q2a in relation to Athenry project. 

 

d) In terms of water supply, what measures could be considered in attempts to conserve water? What 
work to date has Irish Water taken in this regard? Are there any plans for undertaking measures in 
future? How does this relate, if at all, to the issue of funding improvements in water infrastructure?  

 

See our comments on Q2a& 2b 

 

 

 

 

http://www.taptips.ie/
http://www.slowtheflow.ie/
http://www.nfgws.ie/


e) What progress has been made in identifying water leaks? Are there any obstacles to making 
(further) progress in this regard? Is the onus on Irish Water and/or households if leaks occur 
between the property and footpath?  
 
IW should be able to provide excellent statistics in relation to water leakage located and repaired since 
the installation of consumer meters and also results from the ‘first fix’ programme. 
 
The GWS sector has adopted the approach that the consumer is responsible from the point of the 
meter and/or boundary box for all plumbing issues and associated leakage. As already stated, this 
approach combined with charging for excessive metered usage has resulted in consumers being more 
aware of their water consumption, allowing them to attend to leaks in a timely manner and to take 
practical steps towards reducing their water consumption. 
 

f) How can education campaigns to raise public awareness help in promoting water conservation? 
How much water might be conserved through encouraging lifestyle changes by water users, e.g. 
turning off taps when brushing teeth? 
 
We strongly believe in the value of education campaigns in raising public awareness and educating 
communities through engagement with local schools. In our experience, schoolchildren are the best 
educators of parents or adults in encouraging and achieving lifestyle changes.  
 
See Q1d in relation to our school curriculum ‘All about Water’ which we are happy to share with the 
Joint Committee.   
 

g) Who should be targeted by measures to promote domestic water conservation? What is your 
assessment based on? 
 
As already stated, engagement with primary schools about the importance of water from a water 
quality perspective right through to simple water conservation methods is a key to educating 
communities. This assessment is based on the successful relationship that many GWSs have built up 
with their local primary schools to educate students on this issue and through them to alter the 
behaviour of the wider community. Many schools have actively participated in water conservation 
projects as a direct result of introducing the ‘All About Water’ curriculum and the GWS are seeing the 
benefits by maintaining low water consumption levels. 
National organisations, such as the Irish Countrywomens Association (ICA) are also well placed to 
influence behaviour in this area. 
 

h) What role, if any, can water meters play in domestic water conservation? If yes, do the costs of 
meters typically outweigh the benefits or vice versa?  
 
Yes. See all our commentary above on metering, particularly in Q1 
 

i) What benefit(s) could potentially be offered to households that make use of water meters and use 
less than average amounts of water?  
 
The benefit is clearly in avoiding charges, through staying within ‘normal use’ and in keeping costs to 
a minimum where leakage occurs. This is being achieved by the GWS sector as a direct result of 
encouraging consumers to read their meter and having a charge for excessive water usage based on 
meter readings. Many GWS have introduced a free domestic allowance and if the metered usage is 
below the allowance the consumer has no bill what so ever. 
 
A national campaign should be promoted to incentivise householders to ‘Beat the Meter’. As already 
mentioned the promotion of smart metering might encourage this. 



Q3. Consideration of potential further measures  
a) The Expert Commission suggests considering a requirement that new domestic buildings 

incorporate water conserving fittings. What would be the costs and benefits of this? Would there 
be likely obstacles to this?  
 
We feel that this is an excellent idea, especially now that the State is rolling out a major housing 
programme. Calculating the costs of such a project should be relatively easy as many of these devices 
and fittings are widely available on the market today. Smart metering might also be considered in this 
regard or rainwater harvesting as already suggested above. 
 

b) Have other countries a requirement that new domestic buildings incorporate water conserving 
fittings. If yes, what lessons could be learnt from their experience with this requirement?  
 
We do not have precise information in relation to this, but Australia would be considered a world 
leader in this area. 
 

c) How might the Building Energy Rating (BER) Scheme be extended to incorporate water 
conservation? Who would be responsible for overseeing this?  
 
We think that this is a great idea and would simply be a matter of adding this requirement to the BER 
scheme with the same oversight. 
 

d) What would be the costs and benefits of extending the Building Energy Rating (BER) Scheme to 
incorporate water conservation? Have other countries adopted similar measures? If yes, have these 
been successful in conserving water?  
 
We do not have any information in relation to this. 
 

e) Is there any example of a city/country that has produced good results in terms of promoting 
domestic water conservation?  
 
While we have not carried out any research in this area ourselves we feel that there must be some 
excellent examples of cities in countries with water quantity issues such as Australia. From an urban 
perspective, the success of water conservation in Boston, USA, is widely regarded as a model of what 
can be achieved. For a brief outline of that city’s success, see 
http://environment.nationalgeographic.com/environment/freshwater/lessons-boston-
conservation/.  
 
In our own country, as stated above, the private GWS sector has achieved great results from 
metering/conservation measures and much of this success has been reported on in our magazine, 
Rural Water News, which can be viewed on www.nfgws.ie.  
 

f) Should any aspects of water conservation in public buildings be considered as part of this analysis 
of domestic water conservation?  
 
Yes, we feel there is an opportunity for IW and other public bodies to take a lead on this and to 
document results for publication. Many water conservation devices could be trialled in public 
buildings. 

http://www.nfgws.ie/

