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Going with the flow…
When it rains hard, stormwater runs from lawns, parks
and parking lots onto the road. Have you ever
wondered where it all goes? London has a complex
network of natural and man-made features that
collect, slow and filter rainwater, surface water and
melting snow.

Stormwater collects on the road, drains into
catchbasins and then travels underground through
a system of pipes to the Thames River, other
natural waterways and man-made wet ponds. This
system is designed by the City of London to control
the volume and quality of stormwater, to protect the
environment and help reduce flooding, erosion and
property damage.

Man-made and natural drainage features work together to
collect and manage stormwater: catchbasins, overland conveyors,
underground pipes, outfalls and wet ponds.

You can identify a catchbasin, commonly called a storm
sewer drain, by a grate on the curb. The grate is just the
surface. Under the road, the catchbasin acts like a big
barrel to collect water and feed it into the pipe network.
Sediment settles out into the bottom of the catchbasin.

The surface grate traps large debris such as leaves,
sticks and garbage that slow the flow of water.
Maintenance holes, usually located in the centre 
of the road, provide access for workers.

Above the ground, water travels through
eavestroughs on buildings, grass swales or ditches,
roads and laneways. These man-made features direct
water overland and eventually into a catchbasin.

All water above the ground eventually flows into the
underground pipe system. Pipes start small at
the catchbasin and get bigger as they approach the
Thames River. Some are large enough to drive a
car through. This system is entirely gravity-fed,
relies on topography and depends on careful
planning.

Outfalls are the exit points from the underground pipe
system. London has more than 500 outfalls. Outfalls located
downtown or in older parts of the city usually empty directly
into the Thames River. In newer areas of the city, outfalls
lead to man-made wet ponds, also called stormwater
management (SWM) facilities. 

London has over 70 wet ponds that collect
rainwater, runoff and melting snow. Ponds act as a
sponge, allowing water to be absorbed and
released back into streams more slowly,
minimizing erosion and flooding and improving
water quality. 

In a wet pond, an inlet pipe directs
stormwater first into a small pond lined with
rocks. Water is slowly channeled into a
second, more permanent pool where it gets
filtered through rocks and vegetation. The
size, shape and capacity of each pond is
carefully designed to minimize flooding and
improve water quality.

Wet ponds are created to help manage water
flow and they can also be very attractive.
Many feature natural vegetation and habitat for
birds and animals.

Stormwater Facts
London has more than:

• 1,190 kilometres of storm sewers
• 17,100 storm maintenance holes

(“manholes”)
• 70 stormwater management facilities 
• 500 outfalls

Water Facts — Keeping it Clean

Rain, runoff and snow end up in the stormwater management system.
Stormwater is not treated, so we all need to take care that only clean water
gets into the storm sewers, and eventually, the Thames River.

Follow these tips to keep our water clean:

• use a rain barrel to collect, reuse and conserve water
• make healthy choices for weed and pest control
• bag lawn debris such as leaves, twigs, stones and pet waste for disposal; 

don’t wash it into the street
• keep the sewer grate at your curb free of debris and dispose of

chemicals, old paint, grease and oil properly by taking them to a
Household Special Waste Depot 

• keep vehicles well maintained to minimize dripping oil and gas
• wash your car at the car wash or on a grassy area so the water absorbs

into the soil
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