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Introduction
You don’t need drinking-quality water to keep your garden green. In fact, using clean but gently used 
water from your washing machine (called “graywater”) can help you save money, conserve water, 
and reduce the strain on Austin’s water treatment systems. This guide will walk you through how to 
set up a laundry-to-landscape graywater system at your home, safely and affordably.

Laundry-to-landscape systems are often one of the easiest and least expensive option to install and 
maintain. These systems reuse the water from your washing machine to irrigate trees, shrubs, and 
gardens, or even water the foundation of your home. Although these systems must be permitted and 
inspected, the City of Austin allows homeowners to pull their own Plumbing Auxiliary Water Permit 
to install these types of systems. When designing your system, it is recommended that it be kept as 
simple as possible to reduce costs and maintenance.

Let’s get started!

Laundry-to-Landscape Regulation 
The rules regulating the design, installation, and use is regulated by both the State of Texas, and the 
City of Austin. 

State Regulations 
Criteria for graywater use in Texas are outlined in Title 30, Part 1, Chapter 210, Subchapter F of 
the Texas Administrative Code (TAC).  State regulations on graywater are also included in the 
Texas Health & Safety Code §341.039 and the Texas Water Code §26.0311. TCEQ does not require 
authorization for domestic use under 400 gallons per day as long as the following criteria are met: 

	z Originates from a private residence; 

	z Can be diverted to an organized wastewater system; 

	z Ponding, pooling, or runoff prevented; 

	z Spray irrigation is not used;

	z Does not create a nuisance or damage water quality; 

	z Horizontal separation between pipes;

	z Piping painted purple & labeled; and

Additionally, Chapter 290 of the TAC requires that an adequate internal cross-connection control 
program be in place to protect the public water supply. 

https://www.austintexas.gov/permit-types
https://texas-sos.appianportalsgov.com/rules-and-meetings?$locale=en_US&interface=VIEW_TAC_SUMMARY&queryAsDate=05%2F28%2F2025&recordId=181752
https://texas-sos.appianportalsgov.com/rules-and-meetings?$locale=en_US&interface=VIEW_TAC_SUMMARY&queryAsDate=05%2F28%2F2025&recordId=181752
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/docs/HS/htm/HS.341.htm
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/WA/htm/WA.26.htm
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Municipal Regulations
The City of Austin, which regulates graywater use at the municipal level through City Code 
(§25-12-153-Local Amendments to the Plumbing Code, local amendment 1503.10.1), allows residents 
to use graywater for non-potable outdoor uses including landscape, tree, and turf irrigation and 
foundation watering. 

Graywater must: 

	z Be distributed at least 2 inches below grade through underground irrigation 

	z Be topped with soil, mulch, or gravel 

	z Not be sprayed, allowed to pool, pond, or runoff the property. 

Laundry-to-landscape irrigation may not be used: 

	z In water features (ponds, fountains, waterfalls, creeks, etc.) 

	z In vegetable gardens with root crops or where the edible portion of the crop touches the ground

	z Within the Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone

	z Where soil conditions and/or lot size are inadequate to allow for proper absorption.

Additional information about graywater code requirements can be found in the Plumbing Code 
located here. 

Where is Laundry-to-Landscape Prohibited 
Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone

The Edwards Aquifer is made up of hard limestone. Underground water has eroded honeycomb-like 
passageways in this limestone called karst. In the recharge zone, which got its name because water 
flows through these openings to fill or recharge the aquifer, the karst limestone is on the surface of 
the land as a result of earthquakes millions of years ago and there is little soil to filter out pollutants. 
Cave, sinkholes, and faults make the Edwards Aquifer extremely susceptible to contamination from 
pollutants, which can travel long distances in a relatively short period of time after entering the 
aquifer. To protect this resource, Austin’s city code prohibits these systems to be installed within the 
Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone. Because graywater is typically largely untreated except for simple 
filtration, it has the potential to cause contamination by running from the user’s property and into 
the aquifer.

Is My Property in the Recharge Zone?

For a general idea of the Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone’s boundaries, see the shaded area on 
the map in Appendix B. To check if a particular property is located within the Recharge Zone, 
go to http://www.austintexas.gov/GIS/developmentwebmap/Viewer.aspx. Enter the property 
address and then in the Map Layers drop down box found in the top right of the screen click on the 
“Development Resources” folder and then check the “Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone” box. If the 
address is in the shaded area, it is in the Recharge Zone.

https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=453142
https://services.austintexas.gov/edims/document.cfm?id=453142
https://austin.maps.arcgis.com/apps/mapviewer/index.html?layers=e2d7d44175e7442c8a9fe94ea898ddca
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Signage
State regulations and City ordinances require that all graywater users post signs to notify people 
that graywater is being used. Laundry-to-landscape systems must be marked with signs saying 
“CAUTION: NONPOTABLE WATER, DO NOT DRINK” in yellow letters on a purple background. (See 
Appendix C for more information and sample signage)

Permits and inspections
All graywater systems must be permitted and inspected prior to installation and use. Permits 
can be obtained online through the City of Austin’s website or in person Monday through Friday from 
8:00 am until 3:00 pm at the City of Austin’s Permitting and Development Center, located at 6310 
Wilhelmina Delco Drive. Homeowners may pull their own Auxiliary Water Permit for installation of 
laundry-to-landscape systems and other gravity-flow systems using no more than 250 gallons per 
day. For gravity-flow systems that use more than 250 gallons per day or for pressurized systems, 
the installer (either a licensed plumber or a professional engineer) must pull the permit.

Inspection requirements will vary depending on the type of graywater system installed. An initial 
cross-connection test must be conducted following installation of laundry-to-landscape systems 
and other gravity flow systems that use no more than 250 gallons per day. 

Using Graywater Safely
Microbial concentrations in graywater, though significantly lower than wastewater, far exceed levels 
permitted for drinking water. 

To Use Graywater Safely: 

Remember that a graywater system is essentially a tiny wastewater system. Regular operational and 
maintenance checks must be performed for the system to operate safely and efficiently. 

Divert graywater to the public wastewater system if someone in your home has a contagious 
disease to avoid exposing others to disease-causing organisms and contaminating your system.

Divert water used to wash clothing soiled by human waste (i.e. cloth diapers), pesticides, or other 
toxic substances to the sewer system until the contaminant is gone.

To protect the residents of your home, your neighbors, and the community, it’s important to 
understand that graywater systems cannot connect to the public water supply in any way (this is 
called cross connection and could potentially contaminate the public water system) and that contact 
with graywater or soil irrigated by graywater should be avoided by both people and animals.

https://www.austintexas.gov/permit-types#ResidentialBuildingandTradePermits
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Laundry-to-landscape and Plant Health
When using graywater, understand that what you put the down the drain is going to end up in your 
yard. With that in mind, make sure products you use are safe for your landscaping, soil, wildlife, 
and the environment. Although some ingredients in soap are actually plant nutrients, others can 
be quite damaging. Laundry detergents, need to be selected carefully. Ideally, all products used in 
your clothes washer should be plant-friendly – biocompatible – not just biodegradable, non-toxic, 
pH neutral, and free of sodium chloride (sodium, sodium complexes, or salt) and borax (boron), two 
common ingredients in cleansers, detergents, soaps, toothpaste, and cosmetics. 

Choosing Products 

Avoid chlorine (bleach) products as these are extremely harmful to plants. Oxygenated (hydrogen 
peroxide) bleaches can be used in their place. If using bleach, make sure your three-way diverter 
valve is turned to send the discharge directly to the sanitary sewer.

Avoid powdered soaps and detergents as they often have high levels of sodium chloride.

Other product ingredients to avoid include: peroxygen, sodium perborate, sodium trypochlorite, 
petroleum distillate, alkylbenzene, “whiteners”, “softeners”, and “enzymatic” components. 

Water softening systems that use sodium (as part of sodium chloride) are harmful to plants. 
Potassium chloride is easier on plants in the short term but may increase the total dissolved solids 
(TDS) of the water that could accumulate in the soil causing future plant health problems.

Be mindful of overusing disinfectants as they kill beneficial microbes in the soil. 

Making plant-friendly soap selections can contribute significantly to better graywater quality. 
Double-check labels before using a product with your graywater system to ensure it does not 
contain the potentially harmful ingredients listed above. Natural liquid or bar soaps are often good 
choices. Common brands that are typically safe include Dr. Bronner’s, Oasis, Vaska, Ecos, BioPac, 
Puretergent, and Trader Joe’s Liquid Detergent. 

Also, remember to test the temperature of the discharge water at its destination when you install 
your system to make sure it’s not too hot for the plants.
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Additional Informational Resources
For our customers that would like to contract the design and installation of these systems, please 
make sure that you are working with a Texas State Licensed Irrigator to ensure the system is built to 
state and local regulations.

For our customers who wish to design and install your system on their own, Austin Water partnered 
with the Austin Public Library to ensure that our community has access to multiple free instructional 
books available. The list below are a few titles available at your local library.

	z The New Create an Oasis with Greywater 6th Ed: Integrated Design for Water Conservation, Reuse, 
Rainwater Harvesting, and Sustainable Landscaping, by Art Ludwig

	z Greywater, Green Landscape: How to Install Simple Water-Saving Irrigation Systems in Your Yard, 
by Laura Allen

	z The Water-Wise Home: How to Conserve, Capture, and Reuse Water in Your Home and Landscape, 
by Laura Allen

To help our eligible customers, Austin Water offers a rebate for the installation of these systems for 
up to $300. For more information and the rebate application please visit waterwiseaustin.org.

System Design Plan Requirements

Under Austin City Code, you must submit the following information before receiving a permit to 
install a graywater system:

	z A plot plan drawn to scale that includes 

	{ lot lines and structures

	{ direction and approximate slope of surface 

	{ location of present or proposed retaining walls, drainage channels, water supply lines, 
wells, paved areas and structures on the plot 

	{ location of private sewage disposal system and expansion area or building sewer 
connecting to the public sewer

	{ location of the proposed graywater system

	z Construction details and a full description of the complete installation, including installation 
methods, construction, and materials

	z A log of soil formations and groundwater level as determined by test holes dug close to proposed 
irrigation area

	z A statement of water absorption characteristics of the soil at the proposed site as determined by 
approved percolation tests

	z Distance between the plot and surface waters such as lakes, ponds; rivers or streams, and the 
slope between the plot and the surface water, were in close proximity.

https://www.austintexas.gov/department/rebates-tools-programs
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Creating an Operation & Maintenance Manual	
An Operation & Maintenance Manual (See Appendix D for templates) is a short guide that helps 
you keep your laundry-to-landscape system running smoothly and provides information about the 
system if you should later sell your home. It should be updated as needed if you make changes to 
your system.

Information to Include in an Operation & Maintenance Manual
A detailed description of the laundry-to-landscape system including 

	z a simple system diagram identifying the location of any diversion devices (3-way valves)

	z the location of filters or other system components that require regular  maintenance

A detailed description of how to operate the system 

	z how and when to send the graywater to the sanitary sewer

	z the assumptions and calculations showing how much graywater the system can handle

	z the types of products that are safe to use with the system 

Information about maintaining the system

	z routine maintenance items, such as cleaning the filters and inspecting the system, and a timeline 
for performing them

	z flushing the surge tank and distribution lines

	z turning the system on in the spring

	z draining the lines in winter
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Appendix A:  
City of Austin Plumbing Code
Residential graywater regulation is addressed in 25-12-153-Local Amendments to the Plumbing 
Code in the Austin City Code.

https://library.municode.com/tx/austin/codes/land_development_code?nodeId=TIT25LADE_CH25-12TECO_ART6PLCO_S25-12-153LOAMUNPLCO
https://library.municode.com/tx/austin/codes/land_development_code?nodeId=TIT25LADE_CH25-12TECO_ART6PLCO_S25-12-153LOAMUNPLCO
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Appendix B:  
Edwards Aquifer Recharge Zone Map
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Appendix C:  
Required Graywater Signage
Chapter 25-12. Technical Codes. 

Article 6.  Plumbing Code.

§ 25-12-153 Local Amendments To The Plumbing Code.

Click to download PDF

https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Water/Conservation/AW_L2L_Card.pdf
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https://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Water/Conservation/AW_L2L_Sign.pdf
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Appendix D: Operation & Maintenance 
Manual Templates

For Laundry-to-Landscape Systems: 
This operation & maintenance manual will assist in keeping your laundry-to-landscape system in 
good functioning order. It should remain with the building throughout the life of the system. If the 
building should be sold or leased, the new owner or tenant must be notified that a laundry-to-
landscape system is installed on the property. Lawn care or landscape service providers should also 
be notified about the system in order to prevent accidental damage to any of the components.  

Attach Copies of These Documents to This Manual:

	z A map showing the location of all laundry-to-landscape system components

	z A recommended maintenance schedule for your system

Calculations Used in Designing the Laundry-to-Landscape System:
This system is designed to accommodate ___________ gallons per day.

My yard has ___________ type soil.

My clothes washer uses ___________ gallons per load.

My household does ___________ loads of laundry on a typical laundry day.

My household does ___________ loads of laundry per week.
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How to Turn Off the Laundry-to-Landscape System:
To turn off the laundry-to-landscape system, the handle of the 3-way valve must be turned to direct 
the water towards the sewer system.  When your system is installed, check to make sure that the 
system turns off correctly and that the 3-way valve is correctly labeled.

Common Times that the Laundry-to-Landscape System Should Be Turned Off

	z If you see pooling or runoff of the graywater or notice that it isn’t draining well

	z When it is raining to prevent the graywater from being flushed off the property

	z When plants are showing signs or stress or seem to be getting too much water

	z When washing clothing soiled by human waste (i.e. cloth diapers), pesticides, or other toxic 
substances

	z When using products, such as bleach, that could harm plants

	z If someone in your home comes down with a contagious disease to avoid exposing others to 
disease-causing organisms and contaminating your graywater system

Products To Use with The Laundry-To-Landscape System
Ideally, all products used with laundry-to-landscape systems should be plant-friendly – 
biocompatible – not just biodegradable, non-toxic, pH neutral, and free of sodium chloride (sodium, 
sodium complexes, or salt) and borax (boron), two common ingredients in cleansers, detergents, 
soaps, toothpaste, and cosmetics. Chlorine bleach is also harmful to plants and should be diverted 
to the sanitary sewer. Hydrogen peroxide bleaches are less harmful and can be used in the place of 
chlorine bleach.

Maintaining Your Laundry-To-Landscape System
If you do not need your laundry-to-landscape system during the entire year, such as during the 
winter, set the diversion valve to direct flow to the wastewater system during the seasons it is not 
being used. At the beginning of the irrigation season, ensure that water is flowing evenly out of the 
system outlets. If water distribution is uneven, check the outlets for clogs and remove any debris. 
If many of the outlets are clogged, the system may need to be flushed. Other system maintenance 
activities can be found in the table below.
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Minimum Frequency for Performing Graywater System Maintenance

Component
Maintenance 

Schedule
O & M Activity Action Needed

Effluent Screen Every 3 months
Clean effluent 
screen

	y Remove screen and spray residuals 
off into a large bucket. Once the 
screen has been replaced into the 
settling tank outlet, slowly pour 
wash water back into the settling 
tank.

Entire System
Annually or if a foul 
odor is noticed

Routine system 
flushing

	y Run water from the bathroom or the 
clothes washer rinse cycle (without 
detergent). While flushing, observe 
that everything is working properly

	y This also washes accumulated salts.

3-way Valve Annually

Check for leaks at 
washer hose and 
ensure label is in 
place

	y If leaking, tighten hose clamp

	y Replace label if needed

Auto Vent Annually Check for leaks 	y If leaking, replace auto vent

Piping and Tubing

If water is seen in an 
unusual place

Check for leaks
	y If piping or tubing is damaged, cut 
out damaged section and reconnect 
with a 1-inch barbed coupling

Annually
Check for even 
distribution from 
outlets

	y Unclog hair or lint built up in the 
outlets. Open ball valves, check for 
clogs. If needed, flush the system 
with a hose: temporarily disconnect 
the tubing from the PVC fitting, 
attach the garden hose by barb 
fitting and connect the hose to the 
system

Mulch Basins

As needed to 
maintain mulch 
depth and prevent 
ponding and runoff.

Check to see 
if mulch has 
decomposed and 
water is pooling 
under graywater 
outlets

	y Dig out the mulch basin, remove 
decomposed mulch and add new 
mulch (Mulch usually needs to be 
replaced every one to two years)


