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USING POROUS PAVEMENT
TO REDUCE RUNOFF
Part One of Three

INTRODUCTION

Stormwater retention and detention basins have become standard operating practice to manage
runoff. Unfortunately, these stormwater basins occupy significant amounts of land that could be
used for other purposes. It is often difficult to acquire enough land to construct stormwater
retention or detention basins in urbanized settings. This results in the unsatisfactory continued
use of storm sewers that discharge into lakes and streams.

In a three-part series of newsletters, Gosling Czubak presents information about methods being
used to reduce runoff from its most significant source — pavement. In this first article, we will
describe the issue and discuss different systems used to reduce runoff from pavement.

In subsequent issues, we will describe some
porous pavement trials that are underway in
Morthern Lower Michigan, discuss porous
pavement performance and durability in cold-
weather settings, maintenance, construction
details, and relative costs. We will also
discuss code and ordinance modifications that
may be needed to gain regulatory acceptance
of porous pavement to reduce the overall
impervious footprint of development, and
incentives for developers to using porous
pavements.
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BACKGROUND

Most of our urban and a significant amount of suburban areas have been covered with
impermeable surfaces such as roads, sidewalks, driveways and buildings that prevent rainfall
and snowmelt from soaking into the ground. The runoff from these impervious surfaces picks
up pollutants such as oils, silt, trash, salt, and other chemicals that eventually drain into our
lakes, and streams. This runoff can also change the ambient temperature of the receiving
water.

The customary method to mitigate the effects of runoff has been to collect the runoff from
pavements and pipe it to a detention or retention basin. While this approach is a significant
improvement from directly discharging runoff to a
stream, it is not a completely satisfactory solution.
Detention and retention basins cannot completely
treat runoff discharges. Furthermore, they
concentrate discharges in a particular location
rather than emulating the natural dispersion of
rainfall as it infiltrates into the soil.

A more environmentally responsible tactic is to
allow rainfall and snowmelt to infiltrate into the
ground over a broad area; ideally, in the same
location that it occurred. Porous pavements offer
much promise in this area.

HOW DO POROUS PAVEMENTS WORK?

Porous or pervious pavements allow most of the water to drain through the pavement by
creating voids in the paving material. The paving system can be bricks, concrete pavers,
concrete or plastic grids filled with turf or gravel, as well as special concretes and asphalts that
have substantially more porosity than is usual.
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