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1  Introduction
Society is increasingly aware of the challenge we face. Humanity is in 
a climate and biodiversity state of emergency.

Sustainable buildings have an important part to play in biodiversity 
and efficient water use. What’s more, supporting biodiversity can also 
create far more humane places to work and visit, raising staff 
wellbeing and creating a sense of place. 

2  Water
Water is a valuable resource. Sustainable water use in the theatre and 
its surroundings focuses on reducing, recycling and reusing.  

Water systems such as toilets and showers can minimise wastage. Not 
all the water theatres use needs to be potable (drinking water). Rain 
and stormwater, treated on site without chemicals, works just as well 
for irrigating plants or green roofs, and serving water features.

Reducing Water Use

Non-potable water is defined as water that does not meet drinking 
water standards for human consumption, but is suitable for other low 
risk uses, such as toilet flushing, irrigation or laundry.

Potable water is defined as water that is fit for human consumption 
and typically meets drinking water standards. Cutting down the use 
of drinking water can be achieved by:

• Low-flow and waterless fixtures.

• Leak prevention systems that flag unexpected water use.

• Reducing water demand for irrigation by careful selection of 
plants along with intelligent sub-soil irrigation systems that draw 
on harvested and treated rainwater.

• Using non-potable water for irrigation or toilet flushing.

Greywater

Greywater is water discharged from fixtures such as sinks, showers, 

laundry, or drinking fountains (it doesn’t include water discharged 
from toilets and urinals).  It can be reused for purposes like flushing 
toilets.

However, the retrofit to include a greywater system can be costly and 
disruptive. Dual pipework is needed, as well as storage tanks and 
filtration.  The first step is a feasibility study to check how much 
greywater you might save, how much you could use, and whether you 
have space for greywater storage. For many theatres it won’t be 
viable.

Rainwater

Rainwater harvesting means collecting run-off from roofs and terraces 
to store for future use. Filtered rainwater harvesting can be used for 
toilet flushing, laundry, and cooling systems, or for irrigation of 
planting.  

Rainwater harvesting can be applied to many buildings, although it 
does require a storage tank (which will be heavy) and associated 
filtration, particularly in cities.

3  Biodiversity
Buildings can promote biodiversity. Planted landscapes, green roofs 
and living walls are all ways in which a theatre can provide a habitat 
for life. 

It’s important to recognise where you’re starting from in improving 
the biodiversity of a theatre. Are you in the city-centre (like most 
theatres) or out in the country? Have the surroundings been 
previously polluted? Are there existing habitats for biodiversity, which 
need to be protected? What are the species most likely to colonise 
new planting? Professional advice from an ecologist may be needed 
to answer some of these questions.

A theatre’s sustainability plan must include measures to deliver a 
positive impact on biodiversity for all of the buildings and land under 
its control. If your sustainability needs a capital project, the Local 
Authority may well require biodiversity improvement among their 
planning conditions. 

Green Roofs

Green roofs can clean the air and provide niche urban wildlife 
habitats. They connect internal and external spaces through roof 
terraces and planting. Planting can provide a calming environment 
and contrasting seasonal displays. 

It’s important to select plants that will support insects, require little 
irrigation, and survive the dryer, warmer climate that global warming 
is already producing.

Green roofs can also help by absorbing rain, preventing it from 
overwhelming drainage systems. Good water management means 
balancing irrigation needs and water demand as efficiently as 
possible.

4  Other Opportunities
It’s worth thinking laterally about how a theatre can improve 
biodiversity and use water efficiently.

• Landscape, terraces and green roofs can create ‘green 
corridors’, linking between buildings and sites.

• Partnership with neighbours and local communities can connect 
sites and align strategies.

• Car parks offer opportunities for planting, rainwater capture, 
and below-ground storage and treatment.

7 Biodiversity and Water

Sedum Roofs
These are living roofs, where vegetation is used as the top 
layer of the roof build-up. A sedum roof should be self-
sufficient and will develop over time. These types of roofs 
absorb carbon dioxide, attenuate rain fall and rainwater build-
up, increase a building’s biodiversity and create a point of 
interest. You’ll need advice to make sure the roof is strong 
enough to take the extra weight.  

Go to the Toolkit for more information.
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