
Overspray runs off to parking lot storm drain
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Landscape  Runoff: 
What’s  the  big deaL?

All spring and summer long, everywhere you go in 
California’s cities, you can see water running down 
gutters into storm drains.  A fair question to ask is, 

“Does it really matter?”

Where does it go?
Often homeowners and landscape managers simply 
don’t think about where the water goes once it leaves 
their site by way of the storm drain.  Many wrongly 
assume that it goes to water treatment plants where 
it can be cleaned up before re-using  or releasing 
it.  In reality, storm drains carry water to outlets 
that dump directly into natural waterways.  In San 
Joaquin County that means streams, sloughs, and 
ultimately the Delta.

What’s in it?
Water picks up all sorts of things on its way to the 
drains: soil particles, leaves, pet waste, car oil and 
exhause fume residues, lawn and garden fertilizers, 
and pest control chemicals, to name a few.  A recent 
UC study in both northern and southern California 
residential areas showed that pest control chemicals 
were present in virtually every sample of water that 
ran from neighborhood yards into drains.  Fertilizer 
ingredients and coliform bacteria were also found 
with very high frequency.

How much actually runs off?
During the UC study mentioned above, the volume 
of water running off during the storm season and 
the dry season were compared.  Surprisingly, the 
water running off these urban areas was several 
times HIGHER during the dry season.  This means 
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that the amount of wasted water (from 
poorly managed irrigation and outdoor 
activities like car washing and hosing 
off paths) was many times higher than 
the amount of winter rainfall that ran to 
drains in the same area!  It was estimated 
that the amount of wasted water from the 
urban Sacramento region could fill Lake 
Oroville!

Why does it matter?
Pesticides at concentrations sometimes 
found in our local rivers and sloughs 
are known to be toxic to aquatic animals 



Algae-filled water can deplete oxygen

Post-construction slot-drain installation
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indicators of healthy natural systems.  High 
levels of fertilizers can cause algae and other 
aquatic plants to overgrow and use up the oxygen 
needed by fish and other aquatic organisms for 
survival.  When these balances break down, it 
degrades the health and beauty of the waterways 
we all use and enjoy.

In addition to carrying pollutants to natural 
waterways, runoff is just plain wasteful.  In a 
state where our available urban water varies 
from year to year, it only makes sense to be 
careful about how we use it.  The state water 
boards have mandated that urban water use be 
reduced 20% by the year 2020.  Let’s all do our 
part to make sure the water we use on landscapes 
is staying where it’s needed: on the landscape!

5 Key stRategies foR 
Runoff pRevention

A few straightforward practices can make a real 
difference in the amount of dry season runoff 
and in the quantity of pollutants found in the 
storm runoff that can’t be prevented.  Make 
the easiest changes first, and make a plan to 
implement all the practices until you truly have 
a river-friendly landscape.

1. ADJUST THE IRRIGATION: Water 
according to the weather and plant needs.  
If water is running off, pulse the irrigation 

in more than one application until you’ve 
reached your total desired time so that all 
the water you apply stays on the planted 
areas.  Use controllers with rain shut-offs, 
and adjust each month to reflect weather.

2. APPLY PEST CONTROL PRODUCTS 
SPARINGLY AND NEVER ON 
HARD SURFACES or WHEN RAIN 
IS FORECAST: Where ants are being 
controlled, use contained bait stations.  If 
any granular fertilizer is spilled onto paved 
surfaces, sweep it onto the planted areas 
before it can be washed to drains.

3. LOW WATER USE PLANTS: When 
designing or replacing landscapes, use 
references to select from among the many 
beautiful drought tolerant plants now 
available.  Many of these also require fewer 
pesticides and fertilizers.

4. USE EFFICIENT IRRIGATION 
SYSTEMS AND MAINTAIN 
REGULARLY: Newer sprinkler heads and 
drip systems are more efficient, - delivering 
water at a slower rate that allows infiltration 
into heavy soils.  Regular checking makes 
sure spray heads are aimed at planted areas 
and not onto pavements.

5. CONTOUR SLOPED LANDSCAPES TO 
KEEP WATER ON THE SITE: Use water-
loving plants in low-lying areas, swales, or 
catchment basins that allow water to stay on 
site until it is absorbed.  Pavement slots can 
be cut and filled with gravel to slow sheet 
runoff and channel water to planted areas. 
Pavers, decomposed granite and permeable 
concrete paths allow water to stay on site.



pLants foR biosWaLes 
Vegetated swales can function in a landscape to slow the flow of water before it reaches storm drains 
acting to trap sediments, take up dissolved nutrients from fertilizers, and absorb toxins and heavy 
metals in their plant materials or allow them to be trapped in the soil itself.  Although research still 
needs to be done on bioswale shapes, lengths, and combination of plant materials, the following 
list is a good place to start if you are attempting to slow the flow from a site.  Native grass mixes 
specifically for bioswales are available as sod from local growers, and can be effective if mowed only 
annually.  For more information, visit our website under the Landscape Water Use tab, you can 
download the free publication: Vegetated Swales BMPs: CA Stormwater Handbook

foR the bottom:
•	 Acorus and Iris pseudoacorus (flags)
•	 Agrostis tenuis (Colonial bentgrass)
•	 Carex elata, densa, obnupta (sedges)
•	 Juncus species (rushes)
•	 Scirpus (bulrush)

foR the sides:
•	 Bromus carinatus (California brome)
•	 Carex pansa, praegracilis (sedges)
•	 Leymus species (wild rye)
•	 Deschampsia caespitosa (tufted hairgrass)
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coming this faLL! 
SUSTAINABLE BY DESIGN: 
Landscape Seminar Series

This will be a 3-part half-day seminar series  
held on November 2, 9, and 16 from 8 -12:30. 

TOPICS:
Seminar One: DeSiGn

•	 Sustainability principles, storm water 
management, state regulations, plant 
selection

Seminar TwO: COnSTrUCTiOn

•	 Site considerations including trees, 
irrigation,  plan installation, landscape 
retrofits, materials inspection

Seminar Three: mainTenanCe

•	 Matching maintenance to design; near 
and long-term plans for the life of a 
landscape; tree plans

WHO SHOULD ATTEND: 
•	 Landscape architects, civil engineers, 

landscape designers

•	 Planning personnel involved in 
writing RFPs for landscape projects

•	 Landscape construction managers 
and site personnel

•	 Commercial and public landscape 
maintenance managers and site 
personnel

Check online for 
registration:

SJ County Environmental 
Horticulture

or call for mail-in form:
953-6109

http://ucanr.org/sites/sjcoeh
http://ucanr.org/sites/sjcoeh


The University of California prohibits discrimination against or harassment of any person employed by or seeking employment with the University on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender 
identity, pregnancy (which includes pregnancy, childbirth, and medical conditions related to pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), 
genetic information (including family medical history), ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or service in the uniformed services (as defined by the Uniformed Services Employment 
and Reemployment Rights Act of 1994: service in the uniformed services includes membership, application for membership, performance of service, application for service, or obligation for service in the 
uniformed services) or any person in any of its programs activities.  University policy also prohibits retaliation against any employee or person seeking employment or any person participating in any of its 
programs or activities for bringing a complaint of discrimination or harassment pursuant to this policy.  This policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable State and Federal laws.  Inquiries 
regarding the University’s equal employment opportunity policies may be directed to Linda Marie Manton, Affirmative Action Contact, University of California, Davis, Agriculture and Natural Resources, One 
Shields Avenue, Davis, CA 95616, (530) 752-0495.

Plant this
Lavandula stoechas ‘Otto Quast’
For a splash of spring color, ‘Otto Quast’ 
Spanish lavender is hard to beat.  This small 
evergreen shrub is a great choice for low-water 
areas and mounds.  It requires maintenance 
only once or twice a year to shear off the 
dead flowers and keep it compact and bushy. 
‘Hidcote Blue’ lavender is a good alternative 
that blooms a bit later and repeats in fall.
Good companions are a blanket of Nepeta  x 
faasennii ‘Walker’s Low’, or a backdrop of 
Salvia heterophylla or Phlomis fruticosa. These can be seen blooming in the Demo Garden at the 
Robert J. Cabral Agricultural Center’s Learning Landscape. (Address below.)
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contact us:
Karrie Reid
Environmental Horticulture Advisor
UC Cooperative Extension
San Joaquin County
2101 E. Earhart Ave., Ste. 200
Stockton, CA 95206-3949
209-953-6109

skreid@ucdavis.edu
http://ucanr.org/sites/sjcoeh/

To receive this newsletter via email, visit our 
website Newsletter tab and subscribe.

UCCE San Joaquin County
2101 E. Earhart Ave, Ste. 200
Stockton, CA 95206-3949

Reduce Greenwaste

mailto:skreid%40ucdavis.edu?subject=Newsletter%20contact
http://ucanr.org/sites/sjcoeh

