
Low Impact Development:
Protecting our waters as we grow

Why do we need low impact development?

By the year 2025, another 
1.4 million people will call 
the Puget Sound region 
home.* Accommodating this 
growth while still protecting 
our natural resources and 
quality of life presents major 
challenges. 

Growth results in more 
rooftops, pavement 
and stormwater runoff. 
Traditional ways of 
protecting water resources 
from stormwater runoff 
have not proven fully 
effective, and Puget Sound 
is threatened by storm flows 
and pollutants carried by 
stormwater.  

It’s time to grow smarter.

Low impact development (LID) can help. LID is a 
relatively new approach to developing land and managing 
stormwater runoff. LID mimics what nature has been doing 
for ages. 

In a mature Pacific Northwest forest, very little rainwater 
runs off the land. Instead, it soaks into the ground, where 
the soils remove pollutants naturally. The water nourishes 
trees and plants and recharges streams, wetlands and 
groundwater. Or, the rainwater evaporates and becomes 
rainfall again.

Some of the key features of LID include: replanting 
or protecting existing vegetation; reducing impervious 
surfaces such as roads, parking lots and rooftops; using 
bioretention, pervious pavement and other small-scale 
stormwater controls; and clustering houses and other 
buildings on a site so stormwater can follow more natural 
drainage patterns. 

LID not only manages stormwater, it makes communities 
greener and more beautiful. And in many cases, LID 
projects are less expensive to build and maintain. 

* Source: Washington State Office of Financial 
Management

Permeable pavers at I-5 Park 
and Ride in Marysville virtually 
eliminate runoff, remove 
pollutants, and look good. 
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Low impact development can help protect our water 
resources from the harmful effects of stormwater runoff. 

Several species of Northwest salmon face the threat 
of extinction. Numerous shellfish-growing beaches in 
Puget Sound are too polluted to harvest. Pollution also 
threatens the health of our urban waters and underwater 
sediments. 

Runoff from stormwater contributes significantly to these 
problems, and conventional stormwater management 
practices don’t fully protect our waters. 

The problem lies in the way land is typically developed.

Typical land development involves clearing a site of 
vegetation, grading it, and then installing roads, parking, 
utilities, buildings and landscaping. Heavy equipment 
compacts soils. Detention ponds and vaults are expected 
to prevent flooding, remove pollutants, slow storm flows, 
and recharge aquifers and streams.  

The before-and-after drawings to the right show how 
development alters the way water moves throughout a 
site. Under natural conditions—before development—
most of the rainfall seeps through the ground (infiltrates), 
evaporates or is used by vegetation. Very little becomes 
surface runoff. 

After development, less vegetation and more impervious 
surfaces cause runoff to increase dramatically (up to 20 
to 30 times as much as on undeveloped land). Infiltration 
also decreases, resulting in less water for streams and 
wetlands. This has two effects: In wet winter months, 
increased runoff can damage fish and wildlife habitat 
and cause flooding. And in dry summer months, streams 
sometimes lack sufficient flows for fish and seasonal 
irrigation. 

To protect streams from high flows, regulations require 
developers to install large ponds. Yet ponds don’t ensure 
that streams, wetlands and aquifers are recharged. 
Ponds don’t remove pollutants as effectively as 
bioretention or native soils. Ponds also take up valuable 

land, are difficult to maintain, and can be unattractive. 
In addition, stormwater released from ponds can be too 
warm for salmon.

In short, LID represents a new set of tools to improve how 
we develop land and manage runoff in Puget Sound. 

Need more in format ion?

LID—Part o f  the solut ion

Visit the Puget Sound Action Team’s Web site on low 
impact development at www.psat.wa.gov/LID. Find news, 
educational and technical publications, monitoring results, 
local government regulations and more. 

The Action Team is the state’s partnership for Puget Sound. 
Every two years, the Action Team develops a plan and 
related budget for restoring and protecting the Sound. LID 
techniques are featured prominently in the Puget Sound 
Conservation and Recovery Plan as a key tool to combat 
problems from stormwater runoff. 

Learn more about the state’s two-year plan for Puget Sound 
at www.psat.wa.gov/2005-2007plan. LID is also included 
in the Puget Sound Water Quality Management Plan—the 
state and federal governments’ long-term plan to protect and 
recover Puget Sound.  

LID should be part of a local, comprehensive stormwater 
management program that: 

• Adopts and uses the Department of Ecology’s 
2005 Stormwater Management Manual for Western 
Washington (or an alternative local manual that is 
technically equivalent). 

• Includes regular inspections of construction sites.
• Ensures maintenance of temporary and permanent 

facilities.
• Controls the release of pollutants.
• Eliminates illegal dumping and discharges.
• Identifies and ranks existing stormwater problems.
• Educates and involves the public.
• Includes watershed or basin planning.
• Ensures stable, ongoing funding.
• Includes programmatic and environmental monitoring. 

LID works with local land use planning under the 
Growth Management Act. Local governments identify 
areas to preserve and areas to accommodate growth. 
Once the growth areas are determined, builders and 
planners can use LID approaches on building sites to 
reduce the adverse effects of development.

Cover panel photo credits (clockwise from upper left): Seattle City Hall green roof, City of Seattle • forest, stock photo • 
bioretention swale, Seattle Public Utilities, City of Seattle • chinook salmon, Ernest Keeley.

How can we 
protect Puget Sound 

as we grow?

Benef i ts  o f  low impact  development
To the environment

• Helps maintain natural hydrology. 
• Helps maintain stream flows and water levels in 

wetlands.
• Protects streams and fish and wildlife habitat from 

high storm flows.
• Reduces pollution in runoff.
• Protects shellfish growing areas and beaches from 

bacterial contamination. 
• Preserves and restores trees and other vegetation.
  

To developers 
• Provides new options for 

site layout, stormwater 
facilities and recreation.

• Can help reduce building 
costs for stormwater 
management facilities.

• Can help produce more 
attractive neighborhoods 
that sell faster and for a 
premium. 

• Can provide more 
buildable lots by reducing 
size requirements for 
stormwater ponds and 
through incentives such as 
density bonuses.  

• Can reduce stormwater 
utility fees. 

To local governments and communities 
• Helps prevent flooding.
• Helps protect streams, salmon and other wildlife, 

and shellfish growing areas. 
• Helps maintain drinking water supplies.
• Can help reduce maintenance costs of stormwater 

facilities. 
• Can help lower costs of streets, curbs, gutters and 

other infrastructure. 
• Increases the appearance and aesthetics of 

communities. 
• Can help increase property resale values.
• Provides new tools for cost-effective urban retrofit.
• Helps reduce contamination of sediments in bays 

and associated cleanup costs.

By using a minimal 
excavation foundation, 
the builder of this 
home in Pierce County 
eliminated the need to 
extensively excavate 
and compact soils. | PIN 
Foundations, Inc.

Before development (top graphic), almost all rainfall is taken up 
by plants or evaporates (evapo-transpiration) or infiltrates through 
the ground. After conventional development (lower graphic), 
surface runoff increases significantly while evapo-transpiration and 
infiltration decrease. (Interflow refers to water that moves laterally 
just below the ground surface.)  | AHBL, Inc. Planners 
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