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The bathroom exhibition ‘goes green’

Faced with environmental challenges, the 2008 bathroom exhibition has picked up the gauntlet and is using the environment as an engine for innovation. The programme will include: water saving, high tech materials and enhanced levels of comfort and hygiene. There have been advances in all fields, from taps to shower cubicles, not forgetting balneo baths and WCs. 

93% of French people over 20 years of age declare that they are worried by environmental problems (Gifam/Sofres 2006 survey) and amongst the sensitive areas water is a priority. Over three quarters of households are watching their water consumption (“Environmental practices of households” survey of January 2005, INSEE). Last November, the Grenelle de l’Environnement [a major series of French discussions about the environment] sounded the alarm: global warming and increasing drought and pollution risks are forcing a stricter management of reserves. For both individuals and communally the objective is to control spending. The result is an environmental imperative reinforced by an economic necessity. With rising demand averaging in the region of 150 l/jday/person, water is becoming scarcer and scarcer and more and more precious, and, as a result, more and more expensive. The average price in France, estimated at €2.85 per m3, can double depending upon region and locality (source: C.I.EAU). The primary area of concern is the bathroom. By definition, it is the room that consumes the most water: 20% of the water we consume at home is used for 
toilets and 39% for baths and showers (source: C.I.EAU). Given this situation, the manufacturers of sanitaryware are increasingly focusing on solutions where comfort goes hand in hand with savings. In 2006, INSEE estimated the average annual water bill for a family of 4 consuming 120 m3 to be €340. By installing fittings that only dispense what is necessary, “savings of 20 to 25% can be made”, according to Yvan Chavrat, training manager at Grohe . 

Focus on recycling

In the near future there will be a move towards a volume-based payment for the treating of waste water, in addition to the payment for the water being supplied to the house. The ‘Aquacycle’ treatment process for waste water, which has been trialled for the last 4 years in Germany by Pontos, a subsidiary of Hansgrohe, provides an environmentally friendly solution to this. “The fully automatic system allows the recovery of soapy water without the addition of chemical products. The waste water flows to a machine with 3 tanks, where it undergoes aerobic biological treatment, followed by a second cycle of intermittent mixing and a final disinfection stage by passing under a UV lamp.  The 600 l of recovered water, which is 99% clean, can then be used for flushing toilets, washing machines or domestic uses (cleaning floors, watering plants, car washing…). With an average annual cost for the electricity of just €20 to 30, the installation (€4,239), which helps to reduce water bills by 40% pays for itself in between 7 and 10 years”, explains Jean-Claude Toniutti, the marketing manager for the brand.

Shower manufacturers are showing the same degree of awareness. It is true that the shower has a more environmentally friendly image than the bath because it consumes two and a half times less water (60 to 80 litres compared with about 150 to 200 litres). Last year, more shower trays were sold than bath tubs (850,000 compared with 716,000) (Source FISB). However, the biggest increases in the sector related to hydro cubicles rise (+13%) and columns (+22%) (Source: Réponses Bain), two categories that are in step with the values of well-being and relaxation sought by consumers. Whilst still marginal at present with sales of 3,400 units, the multi-function cubicle with recycling should benefit over the years to come from the green trend. ‘`Although the concept dates back twenty years, it is now that one can sense the product coming into its own”, confirms Jean-Michel Henninger, the Sales Director of Jedo, the market leader. Its advantages? “It is highly economical in its use of water, whilst offering vertical massages that are as effective as a balneo bath”, continues Florence Pertosa, from Prestige Sanitaire, another pathfinder for the system. These cubicles work with a volume of around 40 l of water in the collector, which is mixed, sucked up by a pump, filtered and then directed by the nozzles in very powerful jets (300 l of water/minute). In the end, total water consumption for a 10 minute shower with a very powerful massage does not exceed 70 to 80 litres. Taking it to a high level: “In addition to lateral and dorsal nozzles, we have enhanced our cubicle with a stainless steel column with 450 perforations that works with a closed water circuit. Meanwhile, the collector is only 20 cm deep (instead of 40 cm in the older models), which allows it to be semi built-in, almost at floor level, for a better aesthetic result”, explains Jean Michel Henninger. The ‘Kinedouche 2000’ cubicle from Kinedo promises effectiveness of a home thalasso unit with consumption of just 20 l in hydromassage mode thanks to the use of recirculation. Cap that!

Having overcome its teething troubles, the balneo bath has regained its gloss. “Based on a system that reinjects water from the bath, it operates with a closed circuit and uses the same volume as a normal bath”, states Eric Marchand from Grandform. The ‘Enka 4’ is an innovative model from Prestige Sanitaire that fills and empties automatically and which is fitted with a compact base for water recovery. Combined with a tap column from which water issues in an illuminated cascade and a lit bottom, it can run for several hours at a stretch, constantly recycling and refiltering 200 l of water. 

Mixing valves: water under control

The subject of constant technological innovation, mixing valves keep water usage to the absolute minimum. Their hard-wearing ceramic discs are not subject to furring up and offer a perfect seal and long life. However, it is primarily their single control, which allows the flow and temperature to be controlled with a single action that allows consumption to be reduced by 10 to 20% and up to 40% for thermostatic ones that deliver water at the pre-set temperature. And this is achieved without sacrificing comfort and design, the other strong points of these families of taps. “We are particularly concerned with these problems at Grohe. We have developed a new cartridge for or thermostatic valves that allows almost instant adjustments in a record response time of 0.3 seconds. This allows consumption to reduced by up to 50%”, notes Corinne Colson, the product marketing manager. Another line of research and a, leit motiv for all manufacturers is reducing the flow whilst offering the same convenience of use. There are numerous examples, including from less widely available brands such as RAF, which describes its two new mixing valves as “committed and responsible”:  ‘Fles ‘, which is inspired by the unusual shape of a bottle and which allows the flow to be reduced by 75% with one action of the lever, and ‘Fizzy’, an ergonomic model with  25 mm cartridge ensuring constant water economy. Ploughing the same furrow, the mixing valves from Swadling use just 0.5 bar of pressure instead of the normal 1 bar. “All our systems require a lower flow, explains Raymond Parian, agent for France. In a real technical triumph, we have brought out an ultra thin model that is only 48 mm thick that can be installed on a narrow 5 cm plasterboard panel”. As a pioneer in the field, Hansgrohe fits all its mixing valves with a special ‘Waterdimmer’, which automatically adapts to the water pressure and flow to deliver 7l/minute. The ‘Green’ system, which is fitted to its ‘Chrometa 85’ handset, is typical and operates at 6l/min (instead of 13l/mn for a standard handset).  In the same spirit, Hansa systematically fits all its mixing valves with a two speed ‘Hansaeco’ cartridge that allows the flow to be limited and water consumption saved. There is also an eco stop that blocks the flow at 50% (‘Hansaprado’ model and ‘Eurosmart’ and ‘Eurostyle’ ranges from Grohe). The tap has not yet spoken its last word: the future is with time-controlled electronic mixing valve. Fitted with high tech sensors, the open and close automatically in response to the presence or absence of handed detected by photoelectric cells. One example of this is the Tempomatic range from Delabie, with a controlled flow of 8l/min and a safety device to prevent it sticking with the flow on. 

Dry toilets

Between 7 and 12 litres of water are used every time a toilet is flushed, amounting to some 70 litres per day. Far and away the most significant item of water consumption in a household (30% of the consumption of a 4 person household). What a waste! The twin flush cistern is finding favour with more and more buyers anxious to make savings, and nearly half of households are fitted with such a device. The double action mechanism with pre-set flow complies with the NF standard (3/6 litres) and allows savings of 30 to 45% compared with a traditional 9 litre cistern. Even more economical systems have been announced, such as the Frame-mounted Gébérit 4 litre cistern built into the wall and twinned with an adapted wall mounted Villeroy & Boch bowl. Or the Actana ‘Pentler 32’ electric WC pack, which is directly connected to the water supply rather than having a cistern, and which only uses 3 litres. 

More radical still, urinals with ultra low water consumption (Allia) or doing completely without water (Porcher, Laufen) are now entering private homes. The system employs a cartridge in recyclable material that serves as the U-bend and which contains a biodegradable barrier liquid or a scented block. A true revolution! 

Smart materials

Questions of hygiene, which are a priority in the bathroom, are also amongst the concerns of the manufacturers. Surface treatments to resist dirt and lime scale that the new generation of ceramic sanitaryware (Ceramic + from Villeroy & Boch, Wondergliss from Laufen, AlliaClean…) benefits from make it almost impossible for any foreign body to adhere, simplifying cleaning and eliminating the need to use aggressive detergents that are harmful to the environment such as scouring creams or powders. Anti-lime scale treatments are also found on glass shower walls (Clearglass from Spring, for example).

There is no longer any concern with balneo baths, which are now self-cleaning, “With the ‘balneo clean’ system our baths clean and disinfect themselves automatically. After the bath, sensors automatically detect that the tub is empty and air is then blown through all the air and water circuits to dry them, followed by ozone to eliminate any bacteria”, declares Eric Marchand of Grandform. In terms of new features, there are retractable nozzles, which assists upkeep, ultra silent processes relying on the sound insulation of the turbines and pumps, the insulation of the tubs and also the noise caused by the mixing of the water. 

‘Hydrosilence’ from Teuco, ‘Silence’ from Valentin…each manufacturer has its own approach. “In our lead overflow model, inspired by spas, the motor is fixed on a frame that has an aluminium upper part so that the vibrations do not bounce off the shell and the only noise to be heard is that of the water. For a 100% fun bath”, confirms Florence Pertosa, head off sales at the Yves Pertosa group. 

Far from resting on their laurels, the manufacturers are continuing to innovate to develop ever more ‘people-friendly’ products. With the emergence of clean, non-polluting and even recyclable materials, they are moving the efforts further and further upstream towards eco-design. Evidence for this comes from tubs and trays in Quaryl (Villeroy & Boch), a material produced from quartz and liquid vinyl, which harmless to the environment and which can be reused. Sustainable development has well and truly entered the bathroom. 
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