
Improved Toilet Rebate
Program Generates Utility
Savings and Supports
Sustainable Water Use

Charlottesville, VA



WaterNow partnered with the City of Charlottesville to
review and revamp its 20-year-old toilet rebate
program, which helps participants save money on their
water bills while reducing the City’s energy use and
water demand. As part of this review, the team analyzed
past participation in the program to identify
participation gaps and assess the potential to reach
additional demographic groups. They also researched
similar programs for insights, evaluated options for
updating the program, and collaborated with local
organizations to encourage more participation from
low-income and disadvantaged community members.
Finally, the team created an implementation plan for
these program updates.

Our Approach

Improved Toilet Rebate Program Generates Utility Savings and Supports Sustainable Water Use |  2



WaterNow developed an implementation plan for updating the City’s Toilet Rebate
Program, drawing on our research of past participation trends, similar rebate programs
in other communities, and processes influencing resident participation, such as customer
and toilet eligibility and application procedures. In October 2024, the City expanded the
program, increasing the rebate amount from $100 to $150 and expanding toilet eligibility
to replace toilets using 1.6 gallons per flush (gpf) instead of the previous 3 gpf.

Impact
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Since these updates, the City has observed a 34% increase in rebate applications
compared to the previous reporting year and has replaced 101 toilets, marking a 42%
increase from the prior reporting year. The City is currently working to launch a pilot
direct toilet installation program that will provide free toilet replacements to income-
qualified customers. 

Impact (continued)
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Key Drivers
The City’s Toilet Rebate Program is its
longest-running water conservation
initiative. Since 2002, it has issued
over 7,400 toilet rebates to residents,
allowing them to replace old,
inefficient toilets with water-efficient,
WaterSense models. This effort has
saved Charlottesville more than 787
million gallons of water since the
program’s inception. However, the
City had observed a decline in rebate
requests in recent years and sought to
update the program to ensure it
continues to appeal to and meet the
community’s needs. Improved Toilet Rebate Program Generates Utility Savings and Supports Sustainable Water Use |  5



Rebate Participation by Neighborhood

Research and Recommendations
Updating the program involved a multi-phased
approach. WaterNow first analyzed the existing
program, examining the City’s communication
and community engagement practices and
analyzing implementation data to identify trends
and gaps in participation across neighborhoods
and demographic characteristics.

How It Works
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Research and Recommendations (continued)
The team then researched peer communities to
find best practices in toilet rebate programs,
focusing on direct install programs, eligibility
criteria, and outreach strategies. They interviewed
the Local Energy Alliance Program and Albemarle
Housing Improvement Program for insights on
community engagement. Finally, the team
compared options for updating the program, such
as expanding customer and toilet eligibility and
streamlining administrative processes, and
created a roadmap for implementing the selected
improvements.

How It Works
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https://www.leap-va.org/
https://ahipva.org/
https://ahipva.org/


Toilet Rebate Program
To receive a rebate, Charlottesville water utility customers submit a
completed, signed application along with the itemized toilet purchase
receipt to the City. Customers can also include a receipt for toilet
installation if they are requesting the rebate to cover these costs. Upon
approval, participants receive the rebate as a credit to the listed utility
account, or as a check to the name listed under the utility account or
homeowner.

How It Works

Improved Toilet Rebate Program Generates Utility Savings and Supports Sustainable Water Use |  8

https://www.charlottesville.gov/DocumentCenter/View/12730


This is a huge way to save water by just doing one quick

fix. . . . We want to make [the Rebate Program] more

economical and useful for everyone so that they can

replace those toilets and it’s a lot easier for them.

– Jill Greiner, Charlottesville Water Efficiency
Program Coordinator
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With the help of WaterNow’s research and analysis of
the City’s program, similar programs in peer
communities, and interviews with local organizations
with decades of community engagement experience,
the City revamped the program to be more relevant
and accessible to the community in just a few
months. The new program will help Charlottesville
maintain a sustainable water supply for its residents
and build resilience to water security threats, such as
the drought that occurred in the summer of 2024.

The Path Forward
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Key Takeaways
(1)

(2)

(3)
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Collaboration—between departments or with other organizations—can
streamline program implementation. For example, coordinating on
outreach or aligning eligibility requirements and application processes
with other home improvement programs makes participation easier for
both the customer and the utility.

Proactively consider how to address liability issues, the workflow
process, and be sure to develop contingency plans and budgets that
encompass unexpected repair needs.

Consider the cost and availability of local toilet models – especially
amid economic challenges like supply chain disruptions and inflation –
as well as the unique needs of older infrastructure that may require
higher volume toilets. 



(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)
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Supporting low-income customers is one of the most impactful areas to
focus on because customers’ cost and water savings can be significant
and these replacements might not occur otherwise.

To support renters, consider focusing on affordable housing providers
who may be most likely to pass savings onto tenants. 

Empower renters with communication toolkits to inform their landlords
about program benefits.

To reach low-income customers, leverage Census and participation
data to identify neighborhoods with low engagement, build
partnerships with community groups and leaders in those areas, and
promote programs through local resources.

Key Takeaways (continued)
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related projects

Free in-home audit program and
water efficient indoor plumbing
installations

Incentivizing water efficient home
construction

Income-qualified direct install
program development and support
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info@waternow.org

waternow.org
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