
Sustainable Green Streets and Parking Lots

The Conventional Approach
For much of the last century, drainage systems have 
been engineered to quickly collect runoff in underground 
pipes and carry it away using an “out of sight, out of 
mind” approach. This design philosophy treats rainfall 
runoff as a waste, typically does not remove pollutants 
before stormwater enters natural water bodies, and 
many people are unaware of the stormwater � owing in 
pipes underneath city streets when it rains.

Sustainable Stormwater and Green Infrastructure
Sustainable stormwater design treats rainfall runoff as 
a valuable resource. It is based on balancing urban 
development while preserving natural hydrological 
functions. Furthermore, sustainable stormwater design 
achieves the multiple goals of being cost effective, 
improving water quality, and addressing community 
concerns. Mimicking the natural hydrologic function of 
healthy ecosystems in street and parking lot landscapes 
can dramatically reduce pollution, decrease runoff 
volume, reduce runoff temperature, protect aquatic 
habitat, and create more interesting places to live.

A Healthy Landscape
A healthy, undisturbed landscape acts like a sponge 
by capturing, absorbing, and slowing the � ow of water 
from the moment a raindrop lands on the ground. 
Urban development, though, has dramatically 
impacted natural hydrologic systems by reducing 
the landscape’s absorptive capacity and introducing 
pollutants.

When Impervious Surface is Created
When the natural landscape is urbanized, impervious 
surface is created that prevents water from being 
absorbed at the source. Sediments and pollutants 
from streets, parking lots, homes, yards, and other 
sources are washed into pipes where storm water 
� ows to water bodies, typically without any treatment 
to remove pollutants. Stormwater runoff increases 
as more and more impervious surface is created. 
The high volume and velocity of stormwater runoff 
emptying into creeks and streams may cause � ooding 
and erosion, destroying natural habitat. There is a 
better approach.

Green Infrastructure
Infrastructure can be designed to minimize its impact 
on natural drainage systems. Our infrastructure can 
help maintain the balance of natural drainage systems 
by capturing, slowing, and absorbing stormwater, as 
well as � ltering the pollutants that urban development 
introduces.

Example of a green street in Portland, Oregon. The 
stormwater curb extensions help with traf� c calming 
and provide additional green space to help beautify the 
neighborhood.

The Design Guidebook
The San Mateo County Sustainable Green Streets 
and Parking Lots Design Guidebook is intended to 
help  municipal staff, design consultants, developers 
and builders identify and realize opportunities for green 
streets and parking lots and overcome common barriers 
for implementing them.  The guidebook won the American 
Planning Association – California Northern Section’s 2009 
Award for Innovation in Green Community Planning, 
recognizing the relevance of its concepts and designs to 
communities throughout and beyond the San Francisco 
Bay Area.  

The guidebook begins with basic concepts of sustainable 
stormwater design, including a “toolbox” of site layout and 
stormwater design strategies.  This is followed by a powerful 
series of illustrations showing “before and after” sketches 
of green street and parking lot retro� t opportunities for 
a wide variety of conditions. The guidebook concludes 
with practical insights on how to overcome obstacles to 
implementation, offering funding strategies, design and 
construction details, and real-world examples of green 
street and parking lot projects in San Mateo County that 
have been constructed or are in the public review or 
construction process.   

Visit www.� owstobay.org to download the guidebook.


