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Water is an essential resource for the
operation of all healthcare services.
Nationally, the Health Service Executive 
(HSE) is the biggest customer of Uisce 
Éireann (UE), spending an estimated €16 
million a year on water and waste water 
services. 

Operating in a unique water using 
environment where water is typically 
used 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, 
the healthcare sector must play a 
major role in national water
conservation measures.

RAINWATER HARVESTING FOR THE HSE
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HSE Water Conservation Framework

HSE Climate and Sustainability Programme

Water conservation is now a key element 
to the HSE’s Climate Action Strategy 
2023-2050 and also addresses a number 
of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) that Ireland has signed up to.
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2. Context
While this framework provides specific and strategic information to support the HSE’s Climate Action 
Strategy, it is important to note that it needs to be considered within a wider policy context. This 
section sets out some of the key policy areas relevant to the design, development and implementation 
of a sustainable water conservation programme focused on minimising water consumption, the 
energy associated with treating and heating water and, in turn, reducing wastewater volumes. 

2.1 International Context

Below are the international relevant key policy areas.

2.1.1 United Nations Development Programme – Sustainable Development Goals

The HSE is also committed to supporting the 17 UN (United Nations) Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) to promote prosperity while protecting the planet. Although the HSE contributes to 
most SDGs in one form or another, as they directly relate to health or contribute to health indirectly, 
health has a central place in SDG Goal 3:“Ensure healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all ages”. 
The relevant UN SDGs to this framework are: 

Figure 1. An Overview of Sustainable Development Goals Related to Water

Goal 14: 
Life Below water

Goal 6: 
Clean Water and 

Sanitation

Goal 12: 
Responsible consumption 

and production

Goal 6 of the Sustainable Development Goals (Clean Water and Sanitation) refers to fresh water 
efficiency and scarcity, and Goal 6.4 specifically notes that by 2030, there needs to be a substantial 
increase in water-use efficiency across all sectors and to ensure sustainable withdrawals and supply 
of freshwater. Through this, the issue of water scarcity will be addressed and help reduce the number 
of people suffering from water scarcity.

2.1.2 EU Water Framework Directive

The EU Water Framework Directive (WFD) establishes a legal framework to protect and restore clean 
water and to ensure its long-term sustainable use. Legislated in 2000, the WFD requires EU member 
states to achieve water quality of at least good status in rivers, lakes, groundwater, estuaries and 
coastal waters, by 2027 at the latest.
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Water supply costs 
have increased by 
41% in past 5 years

Wastewater management 
costs have increased by 
56% in past 5 years

Embedded carbon 
associated with water 
and waste water 
treatment

Stress to our water 
supply nationally and 
security of supply to 
hospitals

Some of the main reasons why water conservation 
is so important in healthcare include:
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Rainwater harvesting is one mechanism by 
which healthcare facilities can reduce their 
reliance on mains water supply.

It has a number of benefits including: 

• Making use of our local natural resource

• Minimising pressure on our mains water supply 

• Providing a degree of on-site security of supply

• Reducing water costs

• �Helping meet objectives set out in the HSE’s 

Climate Action Strategy and SDGs

It should always be presumed that rainwater 

is non-potable i.e. not suitable as drinking 

water and should not be used where

ingestion is a possibility. 

See references 1 & 3 on page 16
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However...
 Rainwater harvesting is not free water. 
There are costs involved - from retrofitting 
an existing building to ongoing costs for 
water system management, pumping and 
treatment.

Also, while rainwater with the proper treatment 
can be used for many purposes, it is NOT 
recommended in healthcare clinical 
settings i.e. for hand washing, etc.  
See references 2 & 4 on page 16

Harvested rainwater should  
only be considered for: 
- Toilet flushing (where feasible) 
- External site works 
- Green space irrigation
- Yard washing  
- Vehicle washing

NOTE: If 
considering any 

of these, then a water 
hygiene risk assessment 
should be carried out in 

advance.
See reference 1  

on page 16.
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,

In an ideal scenario, a mix of mains 
and rainwater can be used for 
different on-site services.

Incorporating rainwater into 
the planning of new builds is the 
best way to approach rainwater 
harvesting.

Retrofitting rainwater harvesting into 
existing buildings/sites is certainly possible 
but the feasibility of doing so will be 
determined on a site by site basis and needs 
to consider potential end users, plumbing 
upgrades needed, risk assessment outcomes 
and the costs involved.

Ideally...
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RAINWATER HARVESTING FOR THE HSE

Case Studies 
The following examples provide context around 

some of the different rainwater harvesting 

projects either in place, or being considered, 

throughout healthcare settings in Ireland.
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40 bed unit in Drogheda Hospital, 
Department of Psychiatry

Status: Rainwater system in place and operational. 

When: New build - installed as part of the design and 
build of a new building.

Summary
An underground rainwater capture system was 
integrated as part of the original design of this 
building in 2013. 

The system, which consists of a mesh filter and UV 
treatment feeds 3 cold water header tanks on the 
roof which service all the toilets of this 46 bed unit. 
There is currently no metered data available on the 
water savings realised but, based on national figures, 
it is estimated that in the 10 years since the building 
has been open, the system has saved ~3,000m3 a 
year. Based on current costs, this is an annual saving of 
~€10,000 and over €100,000 in a decade. 

Key take away
Since the building has been opened, this rainwater 
harvesting system has worked seamlessly with the 
mains supply and no issues have been reported by 
users or the on-site maintenance team. This example 
shows that when incorporated at the design phase, 
rainwater harvesting is an excellent sustainability 
option.  
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Ennis Hospital rainwater 
harvesting for toilet flushing

Status: Rainwater system in place and operational.

When: New build - installed as part of the design and 
build of a new 50 bed ward extension.

Summary
An underground rainwater capture system was 
included as part of the design of this new ward 
block in 2011. The system consists of a mesh filter 
before the 7,500 litre holding tank. This water is 
pumped through a UV pre-treatment prior to feeding 
the cold water header tanks which service all the 
toilets of this 50 bed extension. 

The system is set up so that, should there be 
insufficient rainwater, the header tanks are 
automatically topped up with mains water through 
an electronically operated dry run float switch. 

Key take away
The rainwater tanks and filters are cleaned twice 
annually and since the system has been in operation, 
there have been no issues with either the system or 
with associated Legionella testing. There is also an 
alarm on the system in case of any malfunctions.
Based on estimated figures, this system provides 
~500,000 litres of rainwater annually to the hospital. 
This equates to ~€2,000 a year based on current 
costs and since installation has saved the HSE ~ 
€20,000 on water charges. However, it is important 
to note that there are also ongoing costs associated 
with this system including filter replacements and 
UV treatment.
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Sligo Admin Building (200 
employees) - Feasibility 
Assessment 

Status: Rainwater system has been proposed and is 
currently going through final cost benefit assessment.

When: Retrofit – installing for external use only. 

Summary
A HSE building in Sligo was examined for rainwater 
harvesting potential. The building, which provides 
administrative services only, has approximately 200 
staff members and in addition to basic water services 
also has external water services including irrigation 
and vehicle washing.

It is estimated that ~3,000m3 of water is used annually 
by the site with 50% used for the external services 
amounting to approximately €5,000 a year in water 
supply costs.

Key take away
Having assessed the internal plumbing within the 
building it was noted that the toilets are not plumbed 
separately so the extent of new works required to 
avail of rainwater means that rain water harvesting 
for toilet flushing is not a viable solution. However, 
with the extent of external water used by the site, 
and the ease of installing the system (with minimum 
site disruption), this option appears feasible and is 
currently being costed. 
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Cork Admin Building  
(200 employees) - Feasibility 
Assessment

Status: Rainwater system had been proposed and,  
after the initial scoping assessment, was deemed  
not financially viable.

When: Retrofit – installing for internal toilet use only. 

Summary
As part of the proposed deep retrofit of this large 
admin building, the viability of installing rainwater 
harvesting for use in the toilets was explored. 

Based on preliminary estimates, the total water used 
by the toilets (all of which are dual flush) and urinals 
is ~ 1,000m3 a year (~€3,000). Though there is plenty 
of roof space available for rainwater collection, the 
plumbing for the toilets and urinals would need to be 
separated from the current storage tank supply which 
also feeds the sinks in each of the bathrooms. 

Key take away
While the plumbing for the existing system would be 
relatively straightforward to change (all bathrooms 
are on an external wall and in a line above and 
below each other), the extent of plumbing retrofit, 
in addition to the cost of installing the rainwater 
harvesting system into the site, means that the costs 
of such a project are unlikely to be financially viable 
with only the toilets availing of the rainwater. 
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What to consider for rainwater harvesting

Rainwater harvesting should 
NOT be considered for ANY 
clinical purposes and settings

Retrofitting should be carefully 
assessed as this approach is 
usually too costly unless the 
site infrastructure and end 
uses align
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Rainwater is a viable option when:

Rainwater harvesting installed 
at the design phase in line with 
best practice standards and 
water hygiene risk assessment 

See references 1 & 2 on page 16

It is for use in toilets and/
or other high use external 
areas i.e. gardens and vehicle 
washing

See reference 5 on page 16
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Remember, if you are considering 
rainwater ensure that:

A water hygiene 
risk assessment 
is carried out 
as part of the 
planning stage

See ref 1 on page 16

The tank can be 
easily accessed 
and has a regular 
cleaning schedule

See ref 3 & 5 on page 16

The water tank is 
situated or insulated 
to keep water cool 
and minimise risk 
i.e. Legionella or 
Pseudomonas risk

See ref 2 on page16

It’s essential that all 
water systems, 
including any rainwater 
supplies, are captured 
in the Legionella risk 
assessment and 
control scheme
See ref 2 on page 16
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RESOURCES - CLICK OR SCAN
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Irish Guidance on  
Water Hygiene

NHS HTM Best Practice 
Water Hygiene Guidance

Water efficiency & rainwater 
harvesting information

Guidelines Prevention Control Infection
from Water Systems in Healthcare Facilities | Health 

Protection Surveillance Centre

National Guidelines for the Control of Legionellosis in
Ireland | Health Protection Surveillance Centre

NHS HTM 04-01: Safe water in healthcare premises | 
NHS England 

SHTM 04-02 Part B Rainwater harvesting 
| Health Facilities Scotland

�

HTM 07-04 Water Management and water 
efficiency | UK Dept of Health

�

Rainwater Harvesting for Healthcare Sector | 
Rainharvesting Systems

Environment and sustainability 

Health Technical Memorandum 

07-04: Water management and 

water efficiency – best practice 

advice for the healthcare sector

Prepared by the Prevention and Control of 

Infection from Water Systems in Healthcare Facilities Sub-Committee 

of the HPSC Scientific Advisory CommitteeGuidelines for the Prevention and Control of Infection 

from Water Systems in Healthcare Facilities

HealtH Protection Surveillance centre
1

Scottish Health Technical Memorandum 

04-01:

Water safety for healthcare premises

Part A: Design, installation and testing

July 2014
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Health Protection Surveillance Centre

National Guidelines for the Control of

Legionellosis in Ireland, 2009

Report of Legionnaires’ Disease Subcommittee of 

the Scientific Advisory Committee

Health Protection Surveillance Centre

25-27 Middle Gardiner Street

Dublin 1, Ireland

Ph +353 1 876 5300  

Fx +353 1 856 1299  

E hpsc@hse.ie

www.hpsc.ie
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Department

of Health 

Health Technical Memorandum 

04-01: Safe water in healthcare 

premises 

Part A: Design, installation and 

commissioning 

3



We’re taking 
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Produced by the Clean Technology Centre, MTU 
as part of the HSE’s Green Healthcare Programme.


