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anadians love their lawns. In a country where winter is a harsh, 
unfriendly beast, as soon as the sun starts to warm, our vitamin D-
starved bodies long for the feel of the grass under our feet. And after 
months of seeing only white, we want lush, thick and definitely green. 

Unfortunately, our outdoor activities have an impact on our resources that aren’t 
very green at all. According to Environment Canada, residential water use can in-
crease by up to 50 percent in the summer months from lawn watering and garden 
maintenance. Yet it’s doubtful many of us give it a second thought.

Ask a Canadian to describe our national landscape and what kind of 
answer can you expect? Magnificent mountain ranges, vast prairie land, 
backcountry bush, perhaps? Odds are there would be a mention of Canada’s 
bountiful waterways: our crystal-clear lakes, rushing rivers, whitewater rapids 
and thundering waterfalls. In this country, we have always taken for granted  »

Water Wise 
Despite Canada’s natural bounty, our water supply is at risk. Smart 
outdoor water consumption can help conserve our reserves. 
text Shelley White  IlluStratIonS tony linka
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Residential water use can increase 
by up to 50 percent in the summer 
months, thanks to lawn watering 
and garden maintenance.
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ity of Canada’s water supply. For 
example, Schindler points out that 
almost half of the water in Alberta 
comes from melting glaciers. And 
as those glaciers continue to recede 
because of global warming, there is 
apprehension about how that will 
affect the water supply in the long 
term. “The smaller ones like the Bow 
glacier are already over the hill and 
will be gone by mid-century,” says 

Schindler. “Some of the bigger ones 
like the Saskatchewan glacier and the 
Athabasca are probably going to be 
around for most of the century, but 
who knows? Things seem to be hap-
pening much faster than scientists 
have been predicting.” 

As researchers continue to warn 
of Canada’s looming water problems, 
Canadians need only look in the mir-
ror to see one of the reasons why. We 
may live in one of the most water-rich 
countries in the world, but we are also 
some of the biggest water wasters. 
The average Canadian uses three 
times more water than the average 
European, and eight times more water 
than the average U.K. citizen.

“After the United States, we’re the 
highest water users on this planet, 
and that is a problem,” says Susanne 
Porter-Bopp of the Polis Project 
(www.polisproject.org), an ecologi-
cal think tank out of the University 
of Victoria dedicated to changing the 
public’s attitude about water use. “We 
don’t need to be using 450 litres per 
person per day; we only need a quar-
ter of that. We can live very comfort-
ably on 100 litres a day.”

With summer approaching, the 
country’s water supply will no doubt 
feel the strain once again, as home-
owners haul out the hoses and » 

health of Canada’s freshwater, says 
our water usage is cause for concern. 
“We have a lot of water but it doesn’t 
get renewed very rapidly,” he explains. 
“A big body of water gets renewed at a 
rate of half a percent a year, and that’s 
the only truly sustainable water we 
have to work with, unless we want to 
start losing our water levels.” 

Schindler says many of the lakes 
and rivers in Canada’s more populated 

areas are “over-allocated.” As popula-
tion in the country has grown, so have 
the number of residential, industrial 
and agricultural developments draw-
ing from overburdened waterways. “I 
see that all the time in western lakes,” 
Schindler says. “Several of them are 
three to six metres lower than they 
were decades ago, largely because of 
human withdrawals.”

Then there’s the wild card of 
climate change, which puts a big 
question mark on the sustainabil-

our watery wealth, especially when 
it comes to freshwater. Though we 
only have 0.5 percent of the world’s 
population, Canada contains about 
seven percent of the world’s renew-
able freshwater supply. However, it’s 
not that simple. 

In recent years, the abundance of 
Canada’s freshwater supply has come 
into question. Farmers in the Prai-
ries have suffered through devastat-
ing droughts over the past decade. 
Cold-water fish have declined as the 
water warms up and levels go down. 
Shortages like the 2006 water crisis 
in Tofino, B.C., rocked the country 
and made us wonder, how could this 
happen on Canada’s wet coast? We do 
have more freshwater than any other 
country, but much of it is inaccessible 
to the vast majority of Canadians. Most 
of our rivers flow north to the Arctic, 
and 60 percent of Canada’s freshwa-
ter is in the sparsely populated boreal 
forest region. Meanwhile, 85 percent 
of the population lives within 300 
kilometres of our southern border. 

David Schindler, a professor at the 
University of Alberta and one of Can-
ada’s leading experts on the ecological 

“After the United States, we’re the high-
est water users on this planet, and that is a 
problem.” SuSanne Porter-BoPP
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The average Canadian uses three times more water than the average 
European and eight times more water than  the average U.K. citizen.

Canada contains 0.5% of the world’s population but 7% of 
the world’s renewable freshwater supply.

Sixty percent of Canada’s freshwater is in the sparsely 
populated boreal forest region. Meanwhile, 85% of the 
population lives within 300 km of our southern border. 
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You may become one of the thousand victims where 
your rental property will be converted into a "grow-op". 
Marijuana grow operations (Grow-Ops) and meth 
(clandestine) drug labs are found in all types of 
locations and buildings - from rural farms to typical
subdivision houses - creating a multitude of health 
and safety concerns for future owners and inhabitants. 
Don’t purchase a house that was once a grow-op or Don’t purchase a house that was once a grow-op or 
meth lab before consulting us!  
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drip irrigation, a watering system that 
uses tubing and drippers to deliver 
drops of water at low pressure di-
rectly to plant roots. In fact, drip irri-
gation is a superior way to water your 
garden because it delivers water more 
slowly and less stressfully, in the way 
plants prefer. And at the same time, 
by using this system, you’d be do-
ing your part to reduce your watery 
footprint. (See “In-ground Sprinklers,” 
p. 96 for more eco-friendly ways to 
water your lawn.)

Make smart planting choices 
Even the plants you choose to use in 
your garden can reduce your water 
consumption. Xeriscaping is an 
emerging method of landscaping that 
uses native plants that thrive natu-
rally in our drier climate, reducing 
the need for additional watering. 
“One of the dumbest things we do as 
a society is that everybody has the 
same Kentucky bluegrass, one of the 
most water-intensive lawn coverings 
you can have. If you don’t water it, it 
dies,” says Schindler.

Green Venture (www.greenventure.
ca), a Hamilton, Ont., non-profit orga-
nization dedicated to helping people 
live more sustainably, recommends 
using drought-resistant white clover 
as ground cover instead of grass. It’s 
native to Canada and will stay green 
with the amount of rain we get. Visit 
the City of Calgary’s website »  

sprinklers and prepare to get growing. 
However, it is possible to enjoy your 
outdoor spaces without negatively im-
pacting our water supply, by making 
changes large or small. 

Water more efficiently One of 
the simplest solutions is to use an 
inexpensive rain gauge in your lawn, 
which catches the rainwater (or 
sprinkler water) and measures how 
much has fallen, saving you from 
watering when you don’t need to. 
Although many people might think 
lawns need a great deal of water, they 
actually only require about one inch 
of water a week. Keeping your grass 
a bit longer, between about three 
and five inches, can also help the 
lawn retain moisture and protect the 
roots from getting burned. As well, 
a sprinkler with a timer and auto-
matic shut-off nozzle will prevent a 
hose from running wastefully all day. 
Some municipalities are working to 
encourage this kind of conservation. 
The City of Vancouver, for example, 
offers an outdoor water-saving kit for 
$12, which includes a rain gauge and 
an automatic sprinkler timer. 

Besides sprinklers that feature tim-
ers and automatic shut-off nozzles, 
there are other water-saving alterna-
tives to a traditional sprinkler system. 
For a more conservative, targeted dis-
tribution, you can use a soaker hose, 
a porous hose that allows water to 
seep out along its length. If you have 
a more substantial garden, consider 

Local Heroes  A native plant is one that grows 
naturally in your specific region. Better-equipped to cope 
with the water, sun, soil and climate conditions in your 

area than non-native varieties, native plants reduce the need for 
watering, fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides. 

Native plants also support the surrounding ecosystem, providing 
food and a habitat for other plants, insects and wildlife, and can ben-
efit your home and community. Their deeper root systems prevent 
soil erosion, which helps the ground absorb water and filter out sedi-
ments and pollution, reducing flooding and stormwater runoff.

To find out which native species are recommended for your 
region, visit the Evergreen website (http://nativeplants.evergreen.
ca). Another great resource is the North American Native Plant 
Society (www.nanps.org), which lets you 
choose native plants based on the amount 
of sun and soil type your property offers, 
and even has an ethically harvested seed 
exchange program available to members.
 – laura brown

White clover is a 
more eco-friendly 
ground cover 
than grass.

a rain gauge 
can help save 
you from wa-
tering when 
you don’t 
need to.

SAVE WATER WITH HYGIENIC 
HANDS-FREE FAUCET ACTIVATION  — 
WITHOUT THE FUSS OF ELECTRONICS 
AND BATTERIES!

hands free solutions 
for any situation

Tapmaster Hands Free Faucet controllers 
allow you to easily convert any new or existing 
sink and faucet combination to convenient 
hands-free operation. Simple to install, 
their elegant design blends seamlessly with 
any style. All Tapmaster products meet or 
exceed CSA and NSF standards. They are 
known for their reliability, with a proven track 
record of over 15 years in dental offices, 
homes and government buildings across 
North America. A five year warranty provides 
peace of mind and their unique battery/
electricity-free design ensures exceptional 
low cost, maintenance-free ownership.

For more information visit our website 
www.tapmaster.ca or call 
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www.rowlandconcrete.com

Stamped • Coloured • Exposed 

Polished Finish • Broom Finish  • Countertops

Serving Southern and Central Ontario

1.800.681.8897

DAROTopp®

Flowing Synthetic Floor Systems
Authorized Installer

RowlandConcrete_10-to.indd   1 25/10/09   9:49 PM



solutions | water

94  May | June 2010 holmesmagazine.com

thing that happens frequently on 
beaches along the Great Lakes.

To keep the stormwater in the 
ground as opposed to in our sew-
ers, Parker recommends directing 
our downspouts into rain barrels. 
That water can then be used for all 
our outdoor watering needs. Closed-
design barrels are child- and animal-
safe and incorporate mosquito-proof 
filters and a spout that can be used to 
fill watering cans. A soaker hose can 
also be connected at the bottom of 
the barrel, for gravity to take care of 

the rest. 

harness rainwater on 
a larger scale For home-
owners interested in more 
substantial water-reducing 
methods, there are other 
ways to harvest rainwater. 
Chris Higgins is a program 
co-ordinator for the resi-
dential arm of the Canada 
Green Building Council, an 
organization that encourages 
green construction. He gives 
the example of a homeowner 
who had a 1,000-gallon 
cistern built underneath his 
home’s foundation to collect 
rainwater runoff. “They had it 
set up with a small pump and 
a timer system, so the system 
waters the plants and lawn 
with drip irrigation,” says 
Higgins.  The homeowner is 
able to water year-round with 
nothing but rainwater.”
 There’s also permeable 
pavement, which allows wa-
ter to soak through roads into 
the ground below, and blue 
roofs, which capture rainfall 
for reuse, reducing runoff.

One water-conservation 
strategy gaining in popular-

ity is grey-water recycling, reusing 
the water used to wash dishes or 
take showers by treating it with a 
UV or carbon filter, then using it to 
flush toilets or water lawns. It stems 
from the question, what are we using 
water for? And do we really need 
potable (drinkable) water for this? 

For the individual homeowner, 
installing a grey-water system in 
your home might not be feasible. 
For example, the plumbing code of 
the City of Vancouver doesn’t define 
grey-water capture systems, so the 
plumbing department can’t simply 
approve them. To get special ap-
proval, a homeowner must seek 
review with the chief building official 
for an “alternative solution.” The 
review costs $600 and the approval 
isn’t guaranteed, but you need one in 
advance of installing a system. 

If you’re considering a grey-water 
system, Light House Sustainable 
Building Centre (www.sustainable 
buildingcentre.com) has the resour-
ces to help you find a green building 
professional in British Columbia. 
And the Canada Green Building 
Council (www.cagbc.org) can direct 
you to green builders in other areas 
of the country.

 
Protect our resources There’s no 
doubt water is a precious resource—
it’s essential to the life of every person, 
plant and animal on the planet. But at 
times, what appears to be a boundless 
water supply can seem awfully fragile.

It’s clear that water is an issue 
worth considering when making deci-
sions about your daily usage, particu-
larly for outdoor spaces. Whether you 
are putting a timer onto your sprinkler 
or undertaking a rainwater harvesting 
project, you can make a difference to 
this country’s future water supply, one 
drop at a time. 

(www.calgary.ca) for a list of water-wise 
plants. (See “Local Heroes,” p.92 for 
more on native plants.)

Roll out the barrel In addition 
to minimizing the amount of water 
we’re pouring into our yards, we can 
also reduce our water consumption 
by harnessing rainwater. “In an urban 
setting, 80 percent of our stormwater 
is runoff and ends up in the sewers,” 
says Emily Parker, program manager 
with Riversides (www.riversides.org), 
a non-profit organization in Toronto 
concerned with protecting local rivers 
and lakes. “The water moves fast and 
it picks up heat and pollutants from 
the pavement. When it ends up in our 
rivers and lakes, the speed causes 
massive erosion, the heat harms our 
cold-water fish, and pollutants harm 
wildlife and eventually impact our 
health through drinking water.”

Too much stormwater heading 
into the sewer system can also con-
tribute to sewer backups, which can 
mean E. coli on the beaches, some-

Community Project  While grey-water recycling 
for the average homeowner isn’t commonplace yet, the 
benefits of this green technology have prompted Canadian 

developers to incorporate it on a larger basis. Wind Walk, a proposed 
community development in southern Alberta, for example, is in-
corporating many water-friendly technologies such as grey-water 
recycling. All the grey water normally lost to sewers will be retained, 
treated and reused for toilet flushing and irrigation across the 
community. Stormwater will also be collected and retained in bio-
swales (grassy ditches) and retention ponds for reuse and irrigation.  

Harness rainwater by 
directing downspouts 
into rain barrels.

HydroFlow Québec
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HydroFlow Canada
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Barrie ON L4N 9A8
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It’s no secret that manually watering your lawn is inefficient and wasteful. A 
walk on a hot summer’s day will probably take you past neighbouring lawns 
where the sidewalk seems to get more water than the grass itself. And a 

closer look might reveal water that’s 
been released faster than the plants can 
absorb it pooling around plant beds. 

Indeed, according to Environment 
Canada, the average household con-
sumes 700 litres of water in half an 
hour when watering their property. Not 
only does this gratuitous custom strain 
our ever-diminishing resources, but it 
also burdens our bank accounts, espe-
cially as the cost of water increases. A 
permanent, in-ground irrigation sys-
tem, however, users timers, rain sen-
sors and targeted release to distribute 
the perfect amount of water when and 
where your lawn needs it, effectively 
saving water, time and money. 

An in-ground sprinkler system 
distributes water via small underground 
pipes and sprinklers situated through-
out the yard. Most systems are avail-
able in either manual or automatic. A 
manual system requires control valves 
to be turned on and off by hand when 
desired, useful for prolonged wet peri-
ods; an automatic system operates on a 
pre-configured schedule (usually once a 
week in the morning to reduce evapora-
tion) without any human intervention.

In-ground sprinkler systems aren’t 
cheap. Costs range from $1,000 to $8,000 depending on property size, sprin-
kler type and any attributes of the property that can affect the operation 
of the system, such as hills or sloped areas. In order to determine the best 
system for your yard, speak with a professional irrigation contractor (search 
“irrigation” online or in your local phone book), who will take factors such as 
water source and pressure, soil type and plants into consideration. 

In-ground       Sprinklers
an in-ground sprinkler system can save water, time and money. 
text Michael GReGoRiS  IlluStratIonS tony linka

Maintenance tiPS 
To avoid wasting water 
and ensure that your plants 

are getting enough, inspect each 
sprinkler to make sure the water is 
reaching its intended target. If you 
have rotary sprinklers, make sure they 
are rotating in the intended arc. Look 
carefully for any wet or dry spots 
and check for debris in the sprinklers 
or valves. Blockages can sometimes 
cause valves to remain open for too 
long (which can cause flooding) or not 
long enough (too little water coming 
through the sprinklers). 

tyPeS oF  
SPRinkleR heaDS

Spray Systems are the most 
popular form of irrigation. Specifically 

designed for small yards, these feature a 
nozzle that delivers a fine, mist-like spray, 
which ensures coverage of areas ranging 
from eight to 15 feet.
 

Rotary Systems are the most 
suitable choice for larger properties. 

Rotary heads disperse water in a circle any-
where from 31 to 51 feet. However, rotary 
systems are prone to sticking, meaning the 
heads stop rotating in their intended arc, and 
therefore require a moderate amount of at-
tention to ensure they’re working properly.

Micro-irrigation Systems are 
a great solution for plants and shrubs 

that are prone to fungal diseases if watered 
from above (roses), for heavy soils (clay) 
where water absorption rates are slow, and 
for areas with lower water pressure. These 
systems are mainly made of drip lines and 
trickle tubes/hoses, bubblers and micro-
sprayers. The low-pressure design of these 
systems helps to conserve water and reduce 
runoff potential compared to conventional 
spray and rotary sprinklers. The main draw-
back to all micro-irrigation systems is their 
high susceptibility to clogging from dirt, de-
bris and algae due to their small sprayer-hole 
design. also, in areas of hard water (high 
mineral content), mineral deposits can build 
up inside the units and clog them. 

k Drip and trickle systems are made up of 
pipes or hoses with small perforations that 
provide a slow and steady flow of water. 
They can be placed either above ground or 
below. This method is great for watering 
widely spaced plants (vegetable gardens) or 
flowerbeds, trees and shrubs. 

k Bubblers have a bubble-head that water 
slowly runs down from to penetrate the soil 
immediately around it, only spreading out a 
few inches. They are primarily used for water-
ing small plant-bed areas such as planter 
boxes and around trees and where deep-
water penetration is desired. 

k Micro-sprayers are small sprinkler heads 
that can be mounted on a support stake or 
attached to the supply pipe and disperse 
water in finer droplets than traditional sprin-
kler heads. They provide a more even area 
of coverage as well as slow absorption rates 
and deep penetration. 

1

2

3

ZoneS
The lawn is divided 
into zones, which 
are connected to the 
water supply. Each 
zone contains a single 
irrigation valve, which 
regulates the flow of 
water and is con-
trolled by an irrigation 
controller, and one or 
more sprinklers, all 
connected by pipes.

an iRRiGation 
contRolleR
This is a device that 
signals to a zone when 
to turn on and how 
long to stay on.
Some controllers 
feature rain sensors 
or other weather-
monitoring technology 
that halts the controller 
from activating during 
rainy weather. The 
device is located above 
ground and serves as 
the primary method of 
interaction between 
the system and the 
homeowner. 

SPRinkleRS
These are fitted to the 
pipes to distribute 
water to the targeted 
areas. There are three 
different models (see 
“Types of Sprinkler 
Heads,” at right),  
and each sprinkler 
possesses varying 
spray distances and 
delivery methods. 

HOW IT WORKS

In-ground sprinkler systems are made up 
of small underground pipes and sprinklers 
situated throughout the yard, which is 
divided into zones.

different types of spray heads are available 
depending on the task they’re needed for, 
whether it’s watering small yards, sensitive 
plants or problematic soils.
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Installation of an in-ground sprinkler typically begins with an irrigation con-
tractor carefully excavating the soil, avoiding harm to grass or plants. Next, 
they’ll lay pipes one foot below the grass line that connect to the home’s 
main water supply. Before this, though, all buried cables on the property 
must be located so as not to cause any damage during installation. A permit 
may also be required, so check with your local water and building codes.


