
WATER PROTECTION IN VANCOUVER 
Answers to Frequently Asked Questions 

 
Where does runoff from my property go after it enters the storm drain? 

The storm drains in Vancouver do not go to a treatment plant. Anything that washes down the gutter 
to a storm drain either goes directly to Burnt Bridge Creek or the Columbia River or infiltrates into 
the ground. Remember, only rain down the drain! 
 

What can I do to prevent pollution when washing my car or boat at home? 
The preferred location for car or boat washing at home is a grassy field where the washwater can 
be filtered by the grass and soak into the ground.  Because soaps can dissolve the protective mucous 
layer on fish and natural oils in the gills, the greatest concern is wash water flowing into Burnt 
Bridge Creek or the Columbia River. If you must wash on pavement, prevent washwater from 
leaving your property by redirecting it to a landscaped area with a berm or tightly rolled blanket. 
Also, please use the least toxic, most readily biodegradable soap available. Carefully rinse paved 
surfaces with clean water to a landscaped area so residues will not dry on the surface and wash off 
with the next rain. Contact the City at 487-7130 for information on soaps or for assistance on 
redirecting wash water. 

 
What can I do to prevent pollution when cleaning carpets in my home? 

Washwater from cleaning carpets and other interior household surfaces can contain chemicals, oils, 
grease, hair, fibers, animal wastes and fine sediments.  A professional cleaning service may have a 
vehicle equipped to haul the wastewater. If not, it should be disposed of down the toilet or utility 
sink drain in the house. Use a filter or strainer to remove solids and prevent clogging in the pipes. 
Remember that Biodegradable does NOT mean Non-toxic. Dispose of solids in the regular trash. 

 
What can I do to prevent pollution when pressure washing around my home? 

Washwater from pressure washing exterior surfaces such as driveways, sidewalks, roofs and fences 
can contain oil, grease, metals, paint, wood chips, moss, rocks and fine sediments.  If NO chemicals 
(including household soaps, cleaning products and fungicides) are used, use a simple fabric filter 
such as an old rolled up acrylic blanket to capture the contaminants before the water leaves your 
property.  When the job is done, the filter can be hosed off over an inconspicuous location in your 
yard, dried and reused.  Contact the Water Protection at 487-7130 for assistance on obtaining a 
fabric filter. IF ANY CHEMICALS are used, care must be taken to prevent all washwater from 
leaving your property by containing or redirecting to your landscape and rinsing with clean water.  
Washwater containing chemicals should not be allowed to dry on paved surfaces where residues 
may be washed off with the next rain onto streets or into storm drains.  

 
What environmental non-compliance would warrant enforcement action in the city? 

Enforcement action is reserved for situations presenting a direct threat of contamination to the city’s 
surface water bodies (streams, ponds, lakes, etc.) or groundwater or for those cases where previous 
attempts to correct a problem through outreach or technical assistance have proven ineffective. 

 
What if I spill oil or other chemicals? 

DO NOT WASH THE SPILL AWAY! Small spills of oil and other automotive fluids should be 
covered with clean kitty litter to absorb the fluid. Once the kitty litter has soaked up the spill, just 
sweep it up, bag it and place it in your garbage can. If the spill has entered a storm drain or a 
body of water you must call the Department of Ecology Spill Hotline at 360-407-6300 and 
report it. If the spill is large but isn’t flowing to surface water or to a storm drain, place some kitty 
litter around the spill to absorb and restrict the movement of the spill. If you need assistance to 
further manage the spill call Water Protection at 487-7130.  



 
How does the City regulate and enforce on very small leaks, spills and discharges?  

The City’s Water Resources Protection Ordinance prohibits the discharge of “potentially harmful 
materials.” which includes such things as residential yard care chemicals, oils and grease from 
driveways and engines, and cleaning solvents. However, with the guidance and consent of the 
Washington State Department of Ecology, very small concentrations of toxic products, termed “de 
minimus amounts” are handled through education, outreach and technical assistance. 

 
Are there special regulations that apply to my property if it is located close to a city water station? 

The City of Vancouver has designated areas within 1900 feet of municipal water stations as Special 
Protection Areas (SPAs). Within these areas the City will not approve developing certain new 
businesses including gas stations, tank farms or industries which store high quantities of very toxic 
chemicals. For new residential properties the City will not approve installing a septic system or a 
heating oil tank in an SPA unless the property owner can show there is no practical alternative at 
that site.  If you have an oil or chemical spill to the ground in an SPA please notify Water Protection 
at 487-7130 with the address and type of spill.  
 

What if I find that my car or a neighbor’s car is leaking oil onto the pavement? 
If it is your car, fix the leak! In the meantime, use a drip pan when you park your vehicle outside to 
catch the oil before it hits the pavement and gets washed off into the storm system. To clean up oil 
on the pavement, sprinkle some clean kitty litter on the spill to absorb the oil, then sweep up the 
litter, bag it and place it in your garbage can. The City also has drip pans and absorbent pads we can 
provide to you or your neighbors to make containing that leak as easy as possible until the vehicle 
can be fixed. 
 

How can my neighborhood group organize a storm drain stenciling event? 
The City of Vancouver's Stenciling Program will provide paints, stencils and other supplies to 
neighborhoods, education groups or other volunteers who want to paint friendly reminders near 
storm drains. For information on the Stencil Program, please contact the Water Protection team by 
phone at 487-7130.  

 
How should I drain my swimming pool (or spa) water?  

The preferred procedure is to discharge the waste swimming pool or spa water into the sanitary 
sewer system which allows the water to be treated at a city treatment plant.  If you can’t pump the 
water into a sink, toilet, or sanitary sewer cleanout the next best option is to drain the water onto 
your yard.  Letting your pool sit for a few days before draining will allow the chlorine in the water 
to break down. Swimming pool and spa water may not be discharged into a storm drain unless the 
water has been dechlorinated to less than 0.1 ppm and pH adjusted if necessary.  To verify that 
drainage is not harmful to water resources, contact Water Protection at 487-7130 before 
discharging.  Most septic systems cannot handle the volume of water that comes out of a swimming 
pool, so draining to a septic tank is not a good option. 

 
What can I do to make sure my yard care is stormwater-safe? 

Make sure you are properly disposing of any grass clippings, leaves, or other yard debris. These 
wastes can clog storm pipes and cause flooding. They can also kill vegetation in stormwater 
treatment swales, and can pollute streams by causing algae growth. Weed killers, pesticides and 
fertilizers should be used sparingly and applied according to the instructions on the label. Try to 
avoid applying chemicals when rain is forecast and give plenty of time after application for the 
chemicals to soak in before turning on the sprinkler. Check out the WSU Master Gardener programs 
at http://gardening.wsu.edu/ for lots of great information on other ways you can keep your garden 
and your family healthy and chemical-free. 

http://gardening.wsu.edu/


 
What can I do to prevent pet pollution? 

Pet waste left on the ground eventually contaminates the watershed. Waste components like fecal 
bacteria and nutrients are washed into storm drains, streams, and other receiving waters by 
irrigation, rain, melting snow, and flooding. They can also simply leach through the soil and into the 
groundwater. It doesn’t take long for one pet’s daily contribution to accumulate into a harmful 
quantity. Whether left in an area that is rural or urban, wet or dry, wooded or open fields, paved or 
unpaved, or even your own backyard, pet waste can end up contaminating the watershed. Simply 
pick up the waste and place it in a trash can or pet waste receptacle. Be a responsible pet owner – 
your pet is too cute to pollute! 

 
What can I do to prevent landscaping bark, mulch or soil from polluting? 

Landscape materials can be washed into storm drains, streams and other receiving waters by 
irrigation, rain, melting snow, and flooding. This material can end up contaminating the creeks, 
rivers, lakes, and streams. It doesn’t take much material to clog systems meant to drain stormwater 
from streets which then results in flooding. Keep your landscape material piled on your property 
and not in the street. Keep it from running off into the street with a berm or tightly rolled 
fabric/blanket. Sweep up any remaining material from your driveway or any material that may have 
accidentally reached the street.    

 
If you want additional tips on how to protect our waterways, you also may want to visit the web site 
for www.cleanriversandstreams.org. Vancouver is a member of this regional coalition that works to 
inform people about how actions at home, work and play make a difference.  

 

http://www.cleanriversandstreams.org/

