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QUESTION No.:  AI-91 
 
What are the costs associated with recycled water compared to desalination and other methods of 
providing potable water? 
 
 
ANSWER 
 
The Costs associated with the provision of potable water supplies from different sources will vary 
significantly between different cities and individual locations.  It is difficult to provide a definitive 
cost comparison. Key variables influencing lifecycle costs include: 
 
• The capital cost of the treatment plant, the length of delivery pipelines that need to be 

constructed and the difficulty of construction.  

• The ongoing operating costs of water treatment and transport.  Although both processes rely on 
reverse osmosis membranes, the energy intensity for seawater desalination is significantly 
higher because the much higher salt levels in the feedwater.  Pumping costs are primarily energy 
related and influenced by the length of delivery and the pumping lift to the end users of the 
water. In some cases this can be more than the costs of treatment.  

A 2007 review1 of desalination plants around the world indicates that on average the capital cost 
represents 52 per cent of the lifecycle costs, energy 23 per cent, labour 10 per cent, chemicals 
8 per cent, and membrane replacement 5 per cent.  
 
The graph below provides a comparison between different alternative water supplies (both potable 
and non-potable) showing a range of costs for all options, prepared by Marsden Jacobs for the 
Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet.  The original document can be sourced at: 
http://www.environment.gov.au/water/publications/urban/securing-urban-water.html.  
 

                                                 
1 Adham, S. (2007) Desalination, AWA Membranes Specialty Conference II, February 21–23, 2007, CD-ROM, 
Melbourne, Australia. 

http://www.environment.gov.au/water/publications/urban/securing-urban-water.html


 


