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What is a
watershed?

A watershed is an area of land that drains to a
particular body of water. It’s kind of like your
bathtub. All of the water that falls within its inside
edges eventually flows to the same drain.
No matter where you’re standing, you are in
a watershed. Your home is likely within the
watershed of a small neighborhood stream. Do you
know the name of your neighborhood stream?
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When you think of the words “water pollution”, what images come to
mind? If you pictured cans, Styrofoam and other trash in the ocean,
you’re on the right track. But did you know that not all pollutants are
throwaway items, and most of them are invisible to the naked eye?
In fact, many of the pollutants in our waterways come directly from
our neighborhoods, homes, yards and vehicles. How could someone’s
street or yard be connected to a stream or Puget Sound even if it is
miles away?

tershed
a
w
a
s
i
w
o
H
b?
like a bathtu

Your home’s watershed may also be part of
the Cedar River, Sammamish River and Lake
Washington watershed, a much larger watershed
that stretches from the Cascade Mountains
through many cities.
On an even larger scale, you are part of the Puget
Sound Watershed, which covers 1.6 million acres
(2,500 square miles), including 12 counties and
approximately 4.3 million people! It stretches from
the Cascade Mountains in the east to the Olympic
Mountains in the west, the Canadian border in the
north and Mt. Rainier in the south.
Watershed boundaries are defined by the elevation
of the land, with the highest elevation points,
mountain ridges and hills, marking the boundary
of a watershed.
Land is a very important part of water quality. How
water flows across the land and what it picks up
along the way has a critical impact on all of the
bodies of water downstream.

Look at some maps online to see if you
can figure out the name of the stream or
lake closest to your home. Is it different
from the stream or lake that’s nearest
your school?

Cedar/Sammamish/
Lake Washington
Watershed
Puget Sound
Watershed

What is stormwater runoff?

When rain falls in a forest, most of the water is soaked into
the ground, evaporated back into the air or absorbed by
trees. The forest acts like a sponge, capturing and holding the
rainwater before it enters streams and lakes. But when forests
are replaced with hard surfaces, such as buildings, streets and
parking lots, rainwater runs off because it can no longer soak
into the ground. The rain that does not soak into the ground is
called stormwater runoff.

The combination of fewer trees and more impervious surfaces
changes the way that rainwater moves across the land, and also
how it enters streams, lakes, and the Puget Sound.
In the forest, about half the water either evaporates or is
absorbed by trees. Another one-third of the rainwater is
absorbed into the soil and slowly makes its way downhill,

through the soil, to waterways. Only about 1 percent of
rainwater flows over the surface of the land to enter a nearby
waterway after a rainstorm.
Urban development changes the amount and the speed
at which rainwater enters streams, lakes and Puget Sound.
Without trees to slow down and absorb the rainwater, or easy
access to soil, about 20 to 30 percent of the rainwater flows
over the surface of the land to enter nearby rivers or lakes.
This surface runoff also reaches these waterways much more
quickly in an urban landscape. Finally, as the rain washes over
streets and lawns, it picks up pollution that is then carried into
waterways. Most of the time, stormwater flows into streams,
lakes and Puget Sound without being treated.

Do you know the difference?

Be a
Drain Ranger!

Storm drains collect stormwater runoff from
our streets, driveways and rooftops and
send it to the nearest stream or lake.
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Learn the stormwater path around your
home firsthand by finding the closest storm
drain. Grab your umbrella and watch which
direction the stormwater runoff around your
home or school is flowing the next time it
rains. Where is your nearest storm drain?
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Grab a cup of water and test surfaces
outside your home to determine whether
they are pervious or impervious. Water
will absorb into a pervious surface like a
sponge. Water will run off an impervious
surface. Try the driveway, lawn, deck,
garden or sidewalk. What other surfaces
can you test? Why is it important to
understand the difference between
impervious and pervious surfaces?

Drinking Water
Treatment Plant
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What is
stormwater
pollution?

4 THURSDAY, OCTOBER 1, 2015 | Sponsored Newspapers In Education Content

As stormwater runoff flows over land,
it can pick up pollution. Some of this
pollution we can see, such as trash, oil
and dirt. Other pollutants we can’t see
in the water including chemicals sprayed
on lawns, bacteria from pet waste and
chemicals leaked from cars and trucks.
Since stormwater runoff is not treated,
the pollution in stormwater can directly
enter nearby streams, lakes or Puget
Sound. The pollution can then harm
animals in the water and make playing
and swimming in it unsafe for people.

Our changing
landscape

When the Puget Sound watershed
was covered with forests, rainfall
slowly dripped through branches and
vegetation, seeped through the partly
decayed matter on the forest floor, and
sank into the pervious ground as it slowly
percolated to nearby water bodies. As
our landscapes become more developed,
the rainfall that lands on hard surfaces
is routed into storm drains, pipes and
ditches to prevent flooding. Most of
that runoff is routed directly to local
streams and lakes. The result? Too much
water flowing in a short amount of time,
carrying pollutants that negatively affect
the health of our streams, lakes and
Puget Sound.
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Your local stream, river,
lake, or Puget Sound

Difference between
stormwater and sewer systems

The stormwater system helps manage water outside of buildings. The system (which can
include storm drains, pipes, streams, ditches and ponds) is designed to reduce flooding.
When it rains, runoff from hard surfaces such as driveways and streets can flow into storm
drains, where it gets piped to nearby streams, lakes and Puget Sound.

G

Stormwater is not treated. Only rain should ever go down a storm drain. Any pollutants
picked up by rainwater flow into our shared waterways where they can damage habitat,
harm fish and wildlife, and make water unsafe for fishing and swimming.
The wastewater system carries waste water, or sewer, is designed to collect wastewater
from indoors. The wastewater system carries water from indoor sources like your sinks,
toilets and showers to a wastewater treatment plant where it is treated before being
released into Puget Sound.
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Although this water goes through some treatment, the system is only designed to treat
basic waste such as toilet water and toilet paper. Toilet paper breaks down quickly when
wet and quickly dissolves. The tissue to blow your nose and “flushable” products like wipes
and scrubbers should also be disposed of in the garbage so as to not clog pipes. Household
hazardous waste should be taken to a special disposal event or facility where it can be
disposed of properly.
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Why not just combine
the two systems?

•T
 reating wastewater is expensive. If we keep our rainwater clean, we should not have to
treat it or pay to have it treated.

•W
 astewater overflows are harmful to the environment. In some places like small portions
of Seattle, Anacortes, Everett and Bremerton, the two systems are combined, which
can lead to its own set of problems. When a combined system gets overwhelmed with
rainwater, the excess stormwater and wastewater is released directly into the environment
without treatment. Always assume the water flowing into outdoor drains is not treated.
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Drinking water

B

Indoor wastewater drains

C

Wastewater treatment plant

D

Stormwater system
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 tormwater runoff - water from driveways,
S
yards, etc. which may be contaminated with
sediment, motor oil, fertilizer, pesticides, pet
waste, etc.

F

Rain garden - filter and absorb runoff
from roofs or pavement keeping it from
becoming harmful water pollution.

G

Rain
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•T
 he fish and wildlife in our streams and lakes need the rainwater. If we piped it all to
wastewater treatment, we would deprive them of this precious resource.

Stormwater and you:
How to prevent pollution at home

Car washing: If your family washes your car at home in the
driveway, soap, oil and other pollutants in the wash water
flow into the storm drain and into our waterways. These
pollutants are harmful to fish and can destroy their protective
mucous coating, making them more susceptible to diseases,
injuring them or even killing them and their eggs. Even
biodegradable soap pollutes water unless it passes through
enough soil for it to break down first.
Your job? Encourage your family to take your car to a
commercial car wash, which is required to filter the dirty
water and send it to a wastewater treatment plant.
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Vehicle leaks: If your car is leaking oil, you may be damaging
your engine and harming Puget Sound. Oil leaks can flow into
our waterways and harm the environment. Don’t drip and
drive!
Your job? Help an adult family member check your vehicle for
leaks. When the car is turned off but still warm — and
safely parked — slide a big sheet of paper or cardboard
underneath the engine area and leave it for an hour or
overnight. If you see any spots when you pull it back out, visit
fixcarleaks.org to diagnose the color of your drip and get tips
for vehicle maintenance. Your family can learn more about
free vehicle inspections at fixcarleaks.org.
Pet waste: Pet waste carries harmful bacteria and diseases
that can make people very sick. If pet waste is left on the
ground and it rains, the waste dissolves into our stormwater.
This polluted stormwater then flows to nearby storm drains
and into streams, lakes and Puget Sound. Sometimes beaches
are even closed due to harmful bacteria, making the water
unsafe for swimming.
Your job? Pick up after your pets and put pet waste in the
trash. Don’t forget to bring bags with you when you walk
your dog!

Natural yard care and chemicals: Chemical pesticides and
fertilizers can be dangerous. Pesticides may not only kill
unwanted plants and bugs in your yard but they also kill
the beneficial bugs. In addition, the fish and wildlife in our
lakes and streams can be harmed when yard chemicals in
stormwater runoff flow into these waterways.
Your job? Ask your family to use chemicals only when
absolutely necessary. Store and dispose of hazardous
materials according to the instruction on the label. Use
compost and mulch to build healthy soil. Weed your lawn
and garden by hand. Add to the beauty of your lawn and the
planet by planting native plants and trees that soak up the
rain and slow the flow of runoff. Visit growsmartgrowsafe.org
for the least hazardous pest management options.
Stewardship: Volunteers can help restore natural areas by
planting native plants and removing invasive weeds.
Your job? Dig in! Look online for a volunteer opportunity near
you. Have fun working outside with your friends and family to
improve natural habitat and protect water quality.

Catching rain:
How low-impact development can help
Low-impact development uses natural and engineered technology to help urban areas manage water so they function more like a
forest. Allowing rain to soak into the ground instead of running off to a storm drain is a great way to protect water quality and the
environment. The water can slow down, cool off and have many pollutants filtered out before reaching our streams, lakes and
Puget Sound.
Some techniques used to catch rainwater can be as simple as planting a tree, directing roof downspouts away from impervious
surfaces, or using compost and mulch to build healthy soil. Other options may require more planning and construction, such as a rain
garden or green roof.
A rain garden is a sunken, bowl-shaped garden designed to slow, filter and absorb stormwater runoff from roofs or pavement, keeping
it from becoming harmful water pollution. Rain gardens are carefully designed to achieve this goal by using spongy living soils and
properly chosen plants. In this way, rain gardens function as small sections of forests or wetlands by absorbing stormwater runoff from
hard surfaces. When planted with the right type of plants, rain gardens also attract birds, butterflies and bees.
Rain gardens keep our watersheds healthy by:
• reducing flooding and overflow into storm drains by absorbing stormwater runoff from hard surfaces on-site
• filtering oil, grease and toxic materials before they can pollute streams, lakes and Puget Sound
• recharging groundwater aquifers by allowing water to soak into the ground
• providing beneficial wildlife habitat for insects and birds

Help find where the animals and things should go.
Match the item on the left to its destination point.

•
•
•
•
•

www.700milliongallons.org
www.nativeplantsalvage.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Catching-Rain.pdf
daily.sightline.org/2015/01/22/rain-gardens-could-make-runoff-safe-for-salmon
www.oregonlive.com/environment/index.ssf/2013/01/study_links_coho_ salmon_deaths.html
www.12000raingardens.org

Swim to local streams
from Puget Sound

Pet waste

They go to the Super Bowl

Leaky vehicle

Swim in the Puget Sound

Storm drains

Take this to a
commercial car wash

Toilet water

Stormwater runoff leads to
streams, rivers, lakes and
Puget Sound

Seahawks

Put in the garbage

Orcas

Take this to a mechanic

Spawning salmon

Flows to a wastewater
treatment plant
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RESOURCES:

Dirty car
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Match This!

Your choices
make a difference!

Help keep our shared waters clean to be enjoyed by everyone —
fish, wildlife, and future generations.
Checklist for pollution solutions for you and your family:

3 Use a commercial car wash
3 Check vehicles for leaks
3 Avoid pesticides
3 Scoop pet waste, bag it and place it in the trash
3 Sweep the driveway instead of pressure washing
3 Plant a native tree
3 Help mulch your yard
3 Dispose of trash in the garbage
3 Volunteer at a restoration project
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You can do your part to spread the word to protect
our creeks, lakes and Puget Sound!

You can help
protect Puget
Sound wildlife
by preventing
pollution!
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BAT
BEAVER
BOBCAT
CHORUS FROG
DRAGON FLY
EAGLE
GREAT BLUE HERON
KINGFISHER
MUSKRAT
OCTOPUS
ORCA
OSPREY
OTTER
RACCOON
SALAMANDER
SALMON
TROUT
TURTLE
WOOD DUCK

