
Storm Water Management Strategies
How communities manage storm water has changed from a “get it out of town” conveyance philosophy 
to a more enlightened treatment pond approach that addresses water quantity and quality issues. 

The conveyance philosophy uses traditional methods of curb and gutter and large storm water 
conveyance systems such as piping and ditching. The basic premise is to direct storm water to nearby 
lakes and streams as quickly as possible.

This strategy is less land intensive but requires the construction of large storm sewer or ditch systems. 
This philosophy is losing favor with cities and watershed organizations because of the significant negative 
environmental impacts and possible legal ramifications from downstream communities. The conveyance 
philosophy may also violate the Clean Water Act, which prohibits the discharge of untreated storm 
water to lakes and streams. 

But alternatives exist. The more enlightened approaches to storm water management are incorporating 
ponding techniques. The detention pond philosophy uses ponds to temporarily store and detain runoff 
until the conveyance system can safety discharge the runoff downstream at a more controlled rate. 
The retention pond philosophy, also known as an “infiltration pond,” retains storm water and allows it to 
infiltrate into the ground water (recharging the aquifer) or is used for other purposes such as irrigation.

With either the detention or retention pond philosophy, there are two ways to lay out the ponding 
system. In a nutshell, the distributed approach incorporates multiple small ponds. In the regional 
approach, fewer, large ponds are used.

 •  Distributed Approach: The distributed pond 
philosophy allows land development with on-site 
rate control and pollutant removal require-
ments, resulting in multiple small on-site 
ponds and other BMPs such as infiltration 
trenches, rain gardens, curb cuts or direct 
discharge of storm water from parking and 
road areas into grassed swales. An advantage 
of the distributed approach is that the BMPs 
are typically smaller, which allows for easier 
maintenance.

 •  Regional Approach: The regional pond  
philosophy relies on a comprehensive plan 
to identify and acquire large parcels of land 
to serve as regional detention/treatment pond 
sites that can serve multiple properties. This 
philosophy often requires up-front funding 
to acquire the land. Depending on the design 
and ability to dewater the pond, maintenance 
may be difficult and costly.

Changing Land Use Increases Runoff
As the chart below illustrates, as land use changes in your community from 
an agricultural or forestland use to a developed state with more impervious 
surfaces, the amount of runoff significantly increases. Runoff can be managed 
through storm water BMPs such as storm water ponds, grass swales, curb 
cuts, etc. These techniques allow runoff to infiltrate the soil instead of run 
off into storm gutters and pipes.
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