
 

 
 

    

Why we need a Mandatory Water Label – Summary 
Reducing personal water use increases the resilience of our water supplies, leaves more water in the 
environment, reduces our energy use and carbon emissions and can help with the affordability of both 
water and energy bills. 
 
However, it is currently very difficult for domestic and business customers to make informed choices 
about the water efficiency of the water using products they buy.  
 
A mandatory water labelling scheme linked to minimum fittings standards has been in place in Australia 
since 2005.  By 2017 it was already saving over 300 Ml/d of water and has reduced emissions by 11 
MtCO2e to date and household bills by $1 billion per year1. 
 
A similar scheme in the UK would see water savings grow to over 1,750 Ml/d by 2045, reducing personal 
consumption by over 27 litres per person per day. Over 25 years it would reduce UK household utility bills 
by over £38 billion and cut UK carbon emissions by over 58 MtCO2e.  
 
Introducing a mandatory water label linked to minimum standards for fittings is the single most cost-
effective intervention that government(s) could make to help reduce personal water use. 

 
The water industry’s Water Efficiency Collaborative Fund and Waterwise, with support from Defra, commissioned the 
Energy Savings Trust (EST) in 20182 and 20193 to assess and evaluate the costs and benefits that a water labelling 
scheme could have on domestic water and energy consumption. The research drew on evidence from the 
performance of a successful mandatory water label in place in Australia since 2005 and has been peer reviewed by a 
number of expert UK and International organisations.  It found: 
 
● In all scenarios having a water label on water using products saves water.  

● A mandatory water labelling scheme led by government saves at least five times as much water as a voluntary 
scheme led by government as its use is compulsory with government able to mandate removal of the least efficient 
products over time. It also saves around 9 times as much water as a voluntary scheme led by industry  

● If the mandatory water label is linked with minimum fittings standards for water using products used in new and 
existing houses it more than doubles the impact of the water label as it helps embed water savings into new build 
and existing housing stock. The level of savings increases at more ambitious efficiency standards. 

● If we had a mandatory water label and used minimum fittings standards the research indicates that we would see 
water savings grow to more than 1,750 Ml/d over 25 years (1,500 Ml/d in England, 75 Ml/d in Wales4 and 127 Ml/d 
in Scotland) with personal use reduced by over 27 litres per day in England, 22 lpd in Wales and 48 lpd in 
Scotland.  

● UK Householders would see savings of £38bn on their water and energy bills over 25 years (around £40 on 
average per householder per annum). For every £1 that the mandatory water label scheme would cost to run the 
benefits through savings would be £68 in England, £29 in Scotland and £49 in Wales.  

● The energy savings over 25 years of over 58 MtCo2e (50 MtCo2e in England; 2.7 MtCo2e in Wales and 5.4 
MtCo2e in Scotland) are equivalent to taking over 1 million cars off the road.  

● Work by Artesia for Water UK5 on pathways to reduced personal water use confirms that a mandatory water label 
linked to minimum fittings standards is “the single most cost-effective intervention” that government(s) could make. 

 
1  https://www.waterrating.gov.au/about/review-evaluation/environmental-effects 
2  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/water-labelling-phase-1-technical-report-2019/ 
3  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/water-labelling-phase-2-project-technical-report/ 
4  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/est-welsh-government-water-labelling-report-2020/  
5  https://www.water.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Water-UK-Research-on-reducing-water-use.pdf 
 



 

 
 

    

 

Why we need a Mandatory Water Label – Full Briefing 
The water industry’s Water Efficiency Collaborative Fund and Waterwise, with support from Defra, 
commissioned the Energy Savings Trust (EST) in 20186 and 20197 to independently assess and evaluate 
the costs and benefits that a water labelling scheme could have on domestic water and energy 
consumption in England. The research drew on evidence from the performance of a successful mandatory 
water label in place in Australia since 20058 and was peer reviewed by a number of expert UK and 
International organisations.  The findings of the assessment have been used to inform this briefing. 
 
Why do we need a water label? 
 
Reducing personal water use will increases the resilience of our water supplies, leave more water in the 
environment, reduce our energy use and carbon emissions and can help with the affordability of both water 
and energy used in the home. 
 
However, it is currently very difficult for customers to make informed choices about the water efficiency of 
water using products they buy. Introducing a mandatory water label linked to minimum fittings standards 
will address this and is the single most important thing that government could do to help reduce personal 
water use and realise the benefits this brings (see box 1). 
 
Box 1 - Benefits of a water label 
● Securing future water supplies in the face of population growth and climate change. As clearly set out in the 

NIC 2018 report and in Sir James Bevan’s recent speech greater water efficiency has a crucial role in increasing 
resilience. 

● Reducing our energy use and carbon footprint.  Nearly 6% of our greenhouse gas emissions come from 
water company operations (1%) and from how we use water in the home (4-5%) CIWEM (2013) 

● Leaving more water in the environment. For example, the water saved by reducing consumption to 100 lppd 
is equivalent to the combined summer flow (Q95) in a third of UK rivers, including our iconic chalk streams 

● Freeing up water to allow future housing and business growth. In many areas, particularly in south-east 
England water availability is an increasingly important constraint to housing and business growth. 

● Reducing costs for the water sector and its customers. Deferring the need for some large-scale 
infrastructure schemes.  

● Reducing utility bills for water and energy users, including vulnerable customers and business. 
 
What sort of water savings could a water label achieve? 
 
The EST research clearly highlights the water saving benefits of a water label. In all scenarios they 
assessed having a water label on water using products saves water (see Annex 1 Tables 1 & 2). It can be 
seen that the amount of water saved varies depending on whether the label is mandatory or voluntary; 
whether it is led by government or industry and whether it is linked to minimum standards or not. 
 
Why a mandatory label not a voluntary one? 
 
A mandatory water labelling scheme led by government (see Scenario 1 in Table 2) was found to save at 
least five times as much water as a voluntary scheme led by government (see Scenario 4 in Table 2) as its 
use is compulsory; it can apply to all water using product types not just a sub-set and it is possible to 
ensure the label is visible to consumers at the point of sale.  

 
6  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/water-labelling-phase-1-technical-report-2019/ 
7  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/water-labelling-phase-2-project-technical-report/ 
8 https://www.waterrating.gov.au/about/review-evaluation/environmental-effects 



 

 
 

    

 
Mandatory use of the label also means that it is more straightforward to set impactful minimum standards 
(see below) without facilitating unfair advantages or disadvantages to those products outside a voluntary 
scheme. It provides a level playing field in which market forces will drive both manufacturers and products  
towards greater water efficiency.  
 
A review of international water labelling schemes reported by the International Water Association in 20199 
concluded that “successful schemes are often mandatory, whilst many voluntary schemes fail to implement 
the label across the market”. 
 
Why a government led scheme and not industry led? 
 
A government led voluntary label (Scenario 4) is calculated as saving nearly twice as much water as an 
industry led voluntary scheme (Scenario 6) as it is anticipated it could engage with a wider range of 
organisations increasing awareness and visibility. However, both save far less than a mandatory scheme 
led by government (Scenario 1). 
 
Should a mandatory label be linked with minimum product and building standards? 
 
Linking the mandatory water label with minimum standards for water using fittings used in new and existing 
buildings more than doubles the impact of the mandatory water label as it helps embed water savings into 
both new build and existing housing stock (see Scenario 2 in Table 2). Additional savings beyond those 
identified would also be made in commercial buildings. Over time the minimum standard thresholds can be 
tightened to remove the most inefficient products from the market. 
 
The level of water savings achieved by the mandatory water label increases at more ambitious efficiency 
standards (see Tables 3a to c).  For example, by installing more efficient fittings in new build and existing 
homes we could save more than 9,500 billion litres of water over a 25 year period.  By year 25 we would be 
seeing water savings of more than 1,750 Ml/d (1,500 Ml/d in England, 75 Ml/d in Wales10 and 127 Ml/d in 
Scotland) with personal use reduced by over 27 litres per day in England, 22 lpd in Wales and 48 lpd in 
Scotland. The fittings to achieve this ambition are already on the market and the savings are equivalent to 
the water needed to supply over 12 million people based on current consumption levels. 
 
The scale of these savings can be compared with the NIC 2018 recommendation that around 4,000 Ml/d of 
additional water is needed in England to adequately ensure the resilience of water supplies to future 
drought.  
 
A mandatory water label with minimum standards could also help address the problem of leaky loos. 
Around 5-8% of toilets are leaking into the pan particularly dual flush toilets. The volume leaked per day is 
estimated to be around 400 Mld11. This performance issue could be addressed through minimum standards 
linked to the label. 
 
What about saving energy and reducing carbon emissions? 
 
If we use more water efficient products such as showers and dishwashers in our homes we not only save 
water but we also can reduce our energy use, reduce our carbon emissions and reduce our energy bills. It 
will help us meet the UK’s net zero greenhouse gas emissions target. Around 6% of UK carbon emissions 

 
9 https://iwa-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/IWA-EUWM-Labelling-Report_Final-002.pdf 
10  https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/est-welsh-government-water-labelling-report-2020/  
11 https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/leaky-loo-position-statement-october-2020/ 
 



 

 
 

    

arise from how we use water12. A massive 89% of this comes from heating water in our homes which 
makes up around 20% of a typical household gas bill13.  
 
A mandatory water label linked to minimum standards for fittings could reduce energy use by over 250 
GWhr and reduce carbon emissions over 25 years by over 58 MtCO2e according to the EST analysis (see 
Tables 3a to c). This huge carbon saving is made up of 50 MtCo2e in England; 2.7 MtCo2e in Wales and 
5.4 MtCo2e in Scotland.  To put this into context this saving is equivalent to taking over a million cars off 
the road. Additional energy and emissions savings beyond those stated above would be realised in non-
domestic commercial buildings which use 20-25% of the water put into supply. 
 
Is there a strong financial case for a mandatory water label? 
 
A mandatory water label linked to minimum standards for fittings is the most cost-effective intervention 
government can make to significantly reduce personal water use.  
 
The total financial benefits over 25 years exceed the costs by more than 60 to 1 in England with an average 
cost per household of around 55p per year delivering household savings in the order of £40 per year (see 
Table 3a). It is hugely cost beneficial in Wales and Scotland (see Tables 3b and c).  Over 25 years the 
savings for householders on their water and energy bills add up to over £38 billion.   
 
If the additional costs of installing more efficient water saving fittings in new homes are passed onto house-
buyers then they are paid back through reduced water and energy savings within at most 15 months 
reducing to a few weeks once the scheme is more mature.  
 
Artesia in their 2019 work for Water UK looking at alternative pathways to reducing personal water use 
found that “the single most cost effective intervention to save water is a mandatory government-led scheme 
to label water using products, linked to tightening Building Regulations and water supply fittings regulations” 
with the cost per megalitre of water orders of magnitude lower than supply side alternatives. 
 
What would a water label look like? How could it work with the 
existing energy label? 
 
The new water label should be designed to closely match the existing 
energy label, but be easily distinguishable from it, to maximise 
acceptance and understanding. This is the approach adopted in 
Australia with their mandatory water labelling system (see Figure).  
 
For the water label to have similar visual appearance to the EU energy 
label it will have to share some content elements, primarily: 
• An A to G rating system (or similar) displayed as a colour coded scale with an 
arrow to highlight the specific model’s performance  
• A headline water consumption figure, as the largest figure on the label. 
• Other additional figures and/or graphics to evaluate performance or demonstrate 
functionality. 
 
How could it be introduced in the UK? 
 
Implementing a UK wide mandatory water label will require specific legislation in the four UK countries that 
can also be used to mandate efficiency levels and performance criteria for all products sold (i.e. through 

 
12 https://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/policy-research/home-water 
13 ttps://www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/home-energy-efficiency/saving-water 
 



 

 
 

    

new Water Labelling Regulations). Resource efficiency clauses 47 and 48 in the Environment Bill (2019) 
provide the enabling primary legislation for secondary regulations to be brought forward on both mandatory 
water labelling and minimum standards across all four UK countries. 
 
Other relevant regulations such as Building Regulations can then be simplified to link to and stipulate 
minimum water label product ratings to drive higher standards for new properties. A similar approach can 
be taken with property refurbishment (domestic and commercial) with the specification linking to the 
required water efficiency rating for relevant fittings. 
 
Has a mandatory water label been used elsewhere? 
 
A successful mandatory water labelling scheme linked to minimum fittings standards has been in place in 
Australia since 2005 – The Water Efficiency Labelling Scheme or WELS. It replaced a previous voluntary 
system.  By 2017 it was already saving over 300 Ml/d of water and had reduced carbon emissions by 11 
MtCO2e. It is delivering total annual household bill savings of $1 billion per year14 with a projected 
benefit:cost ratio of 96:1 for the period 2006-2036 so similar to the EST calculations for a UK mandatory 
labelling scheme. The annual costs to the Commonwealth Government associated with administering, 
communicating and enforcing the WELS scheme are approximately £1 million per year with 80% of this 
recovered from registration fees paid by manufacturers. 
 
Market research with customers undertaken in 2014 for the WELS scheme in Australia suggests that 
customers are actively using the water efficiency information provided by the scheme to inform decisions 
about what products to purchase. 87% of consumers recognised the label and 93% viewed it as “very” or 
“quite” credible. Because it is government led they had greater confidence in the information provided.  The 
market research suggested that water efficiency is the highest or second highest consideration for 
customers in their purchasing decisions for products covered by the label.  
 
The International Water Association undertook a review of water labelling use around the world in 201915. 
The review noted that successful schemes are often mandatory, whilst many voluntary schemes fail to 
implement the label across the market. Malaysia has been a key example of this failure, as the government 
now looks towards measures to roll out a mandatory version of the existing project. 
 
Isn’t there already a water label in the UK? 
There has been a voluntary water label in the UK since 2007. In 2017 the UK voluntary label merged with a 
number of other schemes in Europe to form the “Unified Water Label” or “European Water Label (EWL)”. 
The EWL is operated by the bathroom manufacturing trade through the European Bathroom Forum (EBF) 
and includes over 13,200 registered products from 155 brands across 15 product categories. It does not 
cover washing machines, dishwashers and water using products used outside the home such as power 
washers.  
 
The EBF are currently seeking to achieve a Voluntary Agreement (VA) with the European Commission for 
the EWL that allows continued self-regulation using a voluntary water efficiency label run by the industry, 
rather than it being mandated by the EC through Ecodesign regulations. To achieve the VA product 
coverage must reach at least 80% by 202116 from around 60-70% currently.   
 
An independent evaluation of the voluntary scheme by Kelly in 2013 recommended that it move from 
voluntary to mandatory, that improvements were made to label visibility and that monitoring of the 
effectiveness of the scheme be improved.   

 
14  https://www.waterrating.gov.au/about/review-evaluation/environmental-effects 
15 https://iwa-network.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/IWA-EUWM-Labelling-Report_Final-002.pdf 
16 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2016.329.01.0109.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2016:329:TOC 
 



 

 
 

    

 
Could we just use the existing voluntary water label? 
To realise the significant water and energy savings set out in Annex 1 the water label needs to be:  
 
Used across the relevant water using product ranges 
The current voluntary label is run by the bathroom fittings sector and is for bathroom fittings only. It is not 
used by washing machines, dishwashers or water using products used outside the home. Around 25% of 
the potential savings identified in the EST review are due to products types not covered at all by the current 
voluntary label.  
 
Ubiquitous within each product range 
For the products that it does cover the voluntary label is used by around two thirds of registered products. 
This means that around 33% of products are not covered by the voluntary label and are on the market 
without any labelling information. There is no level playing field and this makes it harder for retailers and 
consumers to distinguish between the best and worst products on sale.  
 
Visible to customers at the point of sale and supported by public messaging 
To be useful to customers the label must be visible at the point of sale. It is not sufficient just to have tested 
and registered a product with the label. An independent review in 2014 by Phipps and Alkhaddar described 
the label as “barely visible”. 
 
Linked to minimum product standards for new builds and retroft 
At least half of the water savings projected in Annex A are due to the link between a water label and 
minimum standards for products used in new build properties and on sale for retrofit or refurbishment. The 
current voluntary label is not linked to Government set minimum standards in the UK, although it could be. 
In Portugal it is linked to standards for new build properties.   
 
In summary, the voluntary water efficiency label initiative is a positive one. However, to achieve the water, 
energy and financial savings projected for the preferred option (i.e. a mandatory label linked to minimum 
fittings standards) the use of the current voluntary European Water Label would need to be made 
mandatory on all relevant products sold or fitted in the UK; it would need minimum visibility requirements for 
the label itself to be set and enforced; it would need to be promoted more widely and crucially it would need 
to be linked to minimum standards through the Buildings Regulations and for retrofit.  It is possible that 
these challenges with the current voluntary label could be tackled through using Clauses 47 and 48 in the 
Environment Bill. Government could also work with industry and other stakeholders to promote awareness 
of the voluntary label and could explore how it can be extended to other product ranges such as 
dishwashers and washing machines. However, the risk is that UK government and the water sector will be 
reliant for future water savings and climate resilience on a voluntary, industry led scheme that neither party 
has significant control or influence over. 
 
What about the emerging ISO?  
The proposed ISO standard on water labelling is being developed in response to a proposal put forward in 
2017 by the Australian WELS leaders supported by Singapore, Malaysia, China and New Zealand. The 
proposal was accepted in January 2018 leading to the establishment of an international committee 
ISO/PC316. The new standard will build on the joint Australian and New Zealand Standard AS/NZS6400 
Water Efficient Products – Rating and Labelling that underpins the WELS scheme.  
 
How does Brexit affect the introduction of a mandatory water label? 
Whether we are inside or outside the EU there is no existing legislation that either requires or prevents a 
mandatory water efficiency label being introduced in the UK. That means the UK is free to introduce a label 
regardless of how long we remain a EU member or after we leave. However, we do recommend any label 
introduced in the UK is in line with emerging ISO standards.  
 



 

 
 

    

Would a mandatory label reduce product choice? 
A mandatory water label is designed to, over time, move the product ranges available towards more 
efficient models. Evidence from nearly 15 years of operation of the WELS mandatory water labelling 
scheme in Australia shows that has happened, without significantly impacting on product availability to 
customers. 
  
What impact would an energy label which also applied to taps and showers have? 

In 2020 the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) held a Call for Evidence on 
options for changes to energy labelling and minimum standards in the UK, including introducing efficiency 
labels for taps and showers.  

Additional analysis by EST17 to inform our response showed that limiting efficiency labelling to just taps and 
showers would significantly reduce the scale of water and energy savings delivered by around 30-40% and 
would also reduce the financial savings seen by households by a similar amount. This loss of potential 
water savings is important bearing in mind the significant water supply deficits highlighted earlier. 

Furthermore, any decision to just label taps and showers with an energy label and not with a water label or 
an energy and water label poses an additional risk with regards to long term water savings. This is 
because, as household energy supply decarbonises it may well be possible to have increasingly less water 
efficient taps and showers with the same or lower carbon footprint.  

 

 

 

 
 
  

 
17 https://www.waterwise.org.uk/knowledge-base/water-labelling-taps-and-showers-only-comparison-est-2020/ 
 



 

 
 

    

 
Annex A 
 

Table 1 Water labelling options reviewed by EST in 2018 
 

 
 

 
Table 2 Summary of the Headline Results for England from 2018 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

    

 
Table 3a Summary of the Headline Results for England from 2019 

 
 

 
 
 
Table 3b Summary of the Headline Results for Wales from 2020 

 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 

    

 
Table 3c Summary of the Headline Results for Scotland from 2020 
 

 
 
 
 
 


