
… from EPA 841-F-03-003:  Protecting Water Quality from Urban Runoff  

Did you know that because of 
impervious surfaces like pavement and rooftops, a 
typical city block generates more than5 times more 
runoff than a woodland area of the same size? 
In urban and suburban areas, much of the land surface is 
covered by buildings and pavement, which do not allow 
rain and snowmelt to soak into the ground. Instead, most 
developed areas rely on storm drains to carry large 
amounts of runoff from roofs and paved areas to nearby 
waterways. The stormwater runoff carries pollutants such 
as oil, dirt, chemicals, and lawn fertilizers directly to 
streams and rivers, where they seriously harm water 
quality. To protect surface water quality and groundwater 
resources, development should be designed and built to 
minimize increases in runoff. 

Managing Urban Runoff:  What Homeowners Can Do 

To decrease polluted runoff from paved surfaces, 
households can develop alternatives to areas traditionally 
covered by impervious surfaces. Porous pavement 
materials are available for driveways and sidewalks, and 
native vegetation and mulch can replace high 
maintenance grass lawns. Homeowners can use 
fertilizers sparingly and sweep driveways, sidewalks, and 
roads instead of using a hose. Instead of disposing of 
yard waste, they can use the materials to start a compost 
pile. And homeowners can learn to use Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) to reduce dependence on harmful 
pesticides. 

In addition, households can prevent polluted runoff by 
picking up after pets and using, storing, and disposing of 
chemicals properly. Drivers should check their cars for 
leaks and recycle their motor oil and antifreeze when 
these fluids are changed. Drivers can also avoid impacts 
from car wash runoff (e.g., detergents, grime, etc.) by 
using car wash facilities that do not generate runoff. 
Households served by septic systems should have them  
professionally inspected and pumped every 3 to 5 years. 
They should also practice water conservation measures 
to extend the life of their septic systems. 

Controlling Impacts from New Development 

Developers and city planners should attempt to control 
the volume of runoff from new development by using low 
impact development, structural controls, and pollution  
prevention strategies. Low impact development includes 
measures that conserve natural areas (particularly 
sensitive hydrologic areas like riparian buffers and 
infiltrable soils); reduce development impacts; and reduce 
site runoff rates by maximizing surface roughness, 
infiltration opportunities, and flow paths.  Developers 
should also keep in mind that any project which will 
disturb at least 1 acre of land requires coverage under the 
General Permit for Construction Activities.  

Controlling Impacts from Existing Development 

Controlling runoff from existing urban areas is often more 
costly than controlling runoff from new developments. 
Economic efficiencies are often realized through 
approaches that target “hot spots” of runoff pollution or 
have multiple benefits, such as high-efficiency street 
sweeping (which addresses aesthetics, road safety, and 
water quality). Urban planners and others responsible for 
managing urban and suburban areas can first identify and 
implement pollution prevention strategies and examine 
source control opportunities. They should seek out priority 
pollutant reduction opportunities, then protect natural 
areas that help control runoff, and finally begin ecological 
restoration and retrofit activities to clean up degraded 
water bodies. Local governments are encouraged to take 
lead roles in public education efforts through public 
signage, storm drain marking, pollution prevention 
outreach campaigns, and partnerships with citizen groups 
and businesses. Citizens can help prioritize the clean-up 
strategies, volunteer to become involved in restoration 
efforts, and mark storm drains with approved “don’t dump” 
messages. 

For more information about how you can prevent water 
pollution, contact the Oneida County Soil and Water 
Conservation District at 736-3334.  


