Why an Ultra-High Efficiency Toilet Makes Sense
for San Francisco Homes

When | first moved into my old Victorian in the Mission District, the bathroom fixtures were
original to the building. The toilet in particular was a relic. It used around three and a half
gallons per flush, sometimes more if the chain got stuck. My water bills were modest by city
standards, but | started wondering how much of that was literally going down the drain. That
curiosity led me down a rabbit hole of modern plumbing and water conservation. What | found
surprised me: the technology behind a modern ultra-high efficiency toilet has advanced so
much that upgrading is less about sacrifice and more about smart design.

San Francisco has always been a place where people care about resources. The San Francisco
Public Utilities Commission runs programs that encourage conservation, and for good reason.
Our water supply comes from the Sierra snowpack, the Tuolumne River, and local groundwater.
Every drop we save in the city means less strain on those systems, especially during dry years.
But conservation doesn't have to mean cold showers or brick-in-the-tank tricks. The real gains
come from the fixtures we use every day, and toilets are the biggest water users in most
homes.

How Much Water Does a Toilet Really Use?

Older toilets from the 1980s and earlier used between three and five gallons per flush. The
federal standard since 1994 has been 1.6 gallons per flush. That was a big step forward. But
even that standard leaves room for improvement. A typical 1.6-gallon toilet used by a family of
four flushes about five times a day. That comes out to roughly eight gallons per day just for
toilet use. Multiply that by 365 days and you get nearly 3,000 gallons a year. In a city like San
Francisco, where every gallon counts, that number starts to look like a real opportunity.

Now consider an ultra-high efficiency toilet. These fixtures use 1.0 gallon per flush or less.
Some models use as little as 0.8 gallons. The reduction is possible because of better bowl

design, improved trapway engineering, and more effective flush mechanisms. They don't just
use less water; they use it smarter. The water is directed to clear the bowl completely with less
volume. That means the same performance with a fraction of the water.

What Makes a Toilet Ultra-High Efficiency?

The term "ultra-high efficiency toilet" refers to any toilet that uses no more than 1.0 gallons per
flush. That is half the federal standard. To achieve this, manufacturers have rethought nearly
every part of the flush cycle. The bowl is often wider or shaped to encourage waste to drop
directly into the trapway. The trapway itself is wider and glazed to reduce friction. Some
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models use a pressure-assisted flush that pushes water through with extra force. Others rely
on gravity and precision engineering.

One design | looked at uses a dual-flush mechanism but with a twist. Instead of the usual
1.6/1.1 split, it offers a 1.0 gallon full flush and a 0.6 gallon partial flush. That means for liquid
waste, you are using less than a pint of water. For solid waste, the full flush still clears the bowl
effectively. The trade-off is that you need to be comfortable with a slightly different flush feel.
The water surface area in the bowl is smaller to reduce water volume, which means there is
less standing water. Some people notice that at first, but most adapt quickly.

Another important factor is the flush valve and fill valve. High-efficiency toilets often use larger
flush valves that let water out faster, which makes the flush more powerful even with less
volume. The fill valve then refills the tank more slowly to prevent noise and water hammer.
These are small details, but they make a big difference in daily use.

Performance Concerns: Will It Still Work Well?

This is the question everyone asks. | asked it myself. The answer is yes, but with a caveat.
Modern ultra-high efficiency toilets are tested to meet the same performance standards as
standard toilets. The industry uses a test called the Maximum Performance (MaP) test, which
measures how well a toilet clears a simulated waste load. Most high-efficiency models score
well on this test. However, not all models are equal. Some cheaper units may struggle with
larger loads or require a double flush, which defeats the purpose.

My advice is to look for models that have a MaP score of 800 grams or higher. That is the
industry benchmark for good performance. Also check for the WaterSense label, which is a
U.S. EPA program that certifies toilets that meet strict efficiency and performance criteria. A
WaterSense-labeled toilet uses at least 20 percent less water than the federal standard, and
many ultra-high efficiency models go beyond that. The label also means the toilet has been
independently tested for flush performance, so you are not sacrificing function for efficiency.

| installed a WaterSense-labeled model in my own home about three years ago. The first week
took some getting used to. The flush is shorter and the sound is different. But after that, |
stopped noticing. The toilet works perfectly. | have never needed to double flush. The water
savings on my bill were noticeable within two months. The SFPUC offers rebates for qualified
high-efficiency toilets through its Water Conservation Program, which helped offset the
purchase price. That made the upgrade even more attractive.

Installation and Maintenance Considerations

Swapping out an old toilet for an ultra-high efficiency toilet is not a complicated job, but it does
require some care. The new bowl may have a different footprint than the old one, so check the



rough-in measurement and the distance from the wall before buying. Most modern toilets are
two-piece or one-piece designs. One-piece models are easier to clean because there is no
seam between the tank and bowl. Two-piece models are often cheaper and easier to install
because the parts are lighter to handle.

Maintenance is straightforward. The internal parts are similar to standard toilets, though some
high-efficiency models use proprietary flush valves. That means replacement parts might need
to be ordered from the manufacturer rather than picked up at a hardware store. It is worth
checking that parts are available before you buy. | have not had any issues with mine, but it is
something to keep in mind for long-term ownership.

Another maintenance tip: because ultra-high efficiency toilets use less water, the bowl may be
more prone to staining if the water is hard. San Francisco has relatively soft water, so that has
not been a problem for me. But if you are in an area with hard water, you might need to clean
the bowl more often or use a descaling product. The trade-off for water savings is a small
increase in cleaning frequency for some households.

Cost and Savings Over Time

The upfront cost of an ultra-high efficiency toilet is higher than a standard model. You can
expect to pay between $300 and $800 for a good one, plus installation if you hire a plumber. A
standard toilet might cost $150 to $300. The difference is real, but the payback period is
surprisingly short. For a family of four, switching from a 1.6-gallon toilet to a 1.0-gallon model
saves about 1,100 gallons per year per toilet. In San Francisco, where water rates are tiered,
that can translate to $60 to $100 in annual savings. With rebates from the SFPUC, the payback
period can be less than two years. After that, it is pure savings.

There is also the environmental benefit. Every gallon of water saved means less energy used
for pumping and treatment. The SFPUC operates a massive system of reservoirs, tunnels, and
treatment plants. Reducing demand helps defer infrastructure upgrades and keeps rates lower
for everyone. In a city that values sustainability, upgrading your toilet is one of the most
effective things you can do at home.

Making the Switch

If you are considering an upgrade, start by checking the SFPUC website for current rebates and
approved models. The list includes many ultra-high efficiency toilets that have been tested and
verified. Measure your current toilet and decide whether you want a one-piece or two-piece
design. Read reviews from other homeowners, especially about flush performance and noise.
And do not be afraid to ask your plumber for advice. A good plumber will have installed several
models and can tell you which ones are reliable.



| would also recommend looking at the total cost of ownership, not just the sticker price. A
cheap toilet that clogs often or needs frequent repairs will cost more in the long run. A well-
made ultra-high efficiency toilet will last for decades with minimal maintenance. The water it
saves over that time will more than pay for itself. And every time you flush, you will know you
are doing something good for the city and the environment.

In my own home, the upgrade has been one of those quiet improvements that you stop
thinking about after a while. The toilet works, the water bill is lower, and | feel good about the
choice. That is the kind of change that makes sense for any San Francisco home. An ultra-high
efficiency toilet is not just a gadget for eco-enthusiasts. It is a practical, cost-effective
improvement that pays off year after year.



