Low-Flow Showers Are Back in Spotlight amid Water Shortages, Drought
by James Tarmy
Sep. 20, 2022 – People in California are not noticeably dirtier than other Americans.  Yet residents of the country’s most populous state use less water than many of their fellow citizens to bathe, wash their hands, and flush their toilets.
Showerheads in California use a maximum of 1.8 gallons of water every minute.  Texas residents, on the other hand, are inundated with 2.5 gallons, the most the Environmental Protection Agency allows.  California’s toilets use no more than 1.28 gallons per flush, even though the federal cap is 1.6.
Now, in the face of extreme drought across much of the US, states and municipalities are reappraising their standards.  In 2019, Hawaii and Washington passed laws restricting showerhead flow to match California’s.  Last year, Massachusetts passed a law cutting showerhead volume to 2 gallons per minute.  Other states, including Utah, have undertaken similar legislation.
“On a state level, California has been the most stringent in terms of what is allowed with indoor fixtures,” says John Berggren, a water policy analyst at the nonprofit Western Resource Advocates.  “But other states are starting to catch up.”
The transition toward a water-restricted future is being eased significantly by bath brands themselves.  “They’ve invested time and effort to make water-efficient showerheads,” says Gary Klein, a sustainability consultant.  And they’ve funded this research and development themselves.  “If you’re a company and you’ve made that investment, wouldn’t you want lots of people to buy it?” he asks.
The goal is to make water conservation feel effortless, but that’s easier said than done.  “People think, ‘It’s a showerhead, it’s not rocket science,’ ” says Steffen Erath, who leads innovation and sustainability at Hansgrohe, headquartered in Schiltach, Germany.  “But when you do go deep, it’s actually close to rocket science.”
Sometimes the science involves modifying the nozzle size and number of holes to boost distribution and pressure.  Hansgrohe uses what Erath calls micro-thin outlets in its PowderRain mode, putting 3 to 5 holes in every nozzle instead of just one.  “That increases speed and pressure in a way that doesn’t hurt,” he explains.  “It feels like a soaking spray.”
Even talking about flow rates can be counterproductive.  “People think less water means less shower pleasure”—the phrase “shower pleasure,” or duschvergnügen, makes frequent appearances in Hansgrohe’s marketing materials—“so they think the more the better.”
That’s a wasteful misconception.  Erath says a good showerhead with low flow can achieve the same coverage as a bad showerhead connected to a geyser.
Efforts to modify Americans’ water usage go back at least to the 1970s, when California, a liberal state with a systemic water problem (the movie Chinatown is based on the early 20th century water wars in the region), established an energy commission that had the right to set appliance and building standards.  Faucets, showers, toilets, and urinals fell within its purview.  It then took about 20 years for the federal government to implement its own caps via the Energy Policy Act, “but the Energy Policy Act built its mathematics on what California did for years,” Klein says.
In older homes, you can still find relics from before the law came into effect in 1994: toilets that use 5 or 6 gallons per flush; showerheads where the water comes out like a firehose, occasionally topping as much as 5 gallons per minute.
While national water consumption has sunk, California’s has plummeted.  In 1990, per capita consumption in the state was 231 gallons a day.  30 years later, it’s fallen 61%, to just 91 gallons a day, though there’s been a push for further cuts.  Earlier this year, the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California announced drought-related targets, in an effort to get the number to about 80 gallons per person.  Idaho, by contrast, has at times used the most water, notching 184 gallons per capita in 2015.
Part of the drop seems to be behavioral: it’s difficult to take in a megadrought’s burnt lawns, dry wells, and vicious wildfires without feeling some glimmer of personal responsibility as you turn on a tap.
But again, manufacturers have made it easier, and on occasion, impossible, not to save water.  One solution helps make individual water droplets larger by mixing them with air.  Kohler’s air-induction line is called Katalyst.  “To the consumer, it means you get a bigger feeling of coverage,” explains Thomas Sindelar, marketing manager for performance showering.
The technology is always being refined, but at this point it’s ubiquitous—the next time you’re at a faucet, fill a glass.  “If you put a lot of air inside, the water looks white,” Erath says.  “If it’s white and it comes out of the faucet, that means it’s aerated.”
Other advances feel so intuitive that they don’t seem like innovations at all.  Kohler discovered that its most water-conscious users will turn off the water when they put in conditioner or soap up, then turn it back on to rinse off.
It’s a responsible approach, but also an unpleasant one.  Things can get cold, fast.  So the brand developed a knob (dubbed a “variable flow lever”), which allows a user to throttle flow from 1.5 gallons per minute to just 0.5.  They still have the warmth of running water with 1/3 of the waste.
The brand has also developed a digital control interface, called Anthem, that allows you to program a temperature on a touchscreen like a thermostat.  Not only does this eliminate the timeworn and incredibly wasteful process of turning on the shower, waiting for it to warm up, and then adjusting it 3 times until it’s the right temperature, it also allows you to pause the hot water until you’re ready to step in and measures how much water you use.
Once people become aware of how much they’re wasting, Sindelar says, they tend to cut back: “That bit of knowledge influences behavior and helps shape how we use water.”
But there are limits.  No matter how good showerheads get, Americans need to actually replace their old fixtures, which tend to last for decades.  More important, continuing to water millions of acres of unused lawns and filling 10s of 1,000s of swimming pools ensures that water will remain in short supply, whatever we do in the bathroom.
“Our level of innovation, and the physics of water and how it reaches the body—we’re beginning to reach the point of diminishing returns,” says Bill Strang, president of corporate strategy, e-commerce, and customer experience at Toto.  “What’s also important is that a wider range of applications need to be put in place, because these drought conditions happening today in Western Europe and China and the US—it’s likely that it’s going to be an ongoing condition.”
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