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Preventative Maintenance 
for your School District’s
Stormwater System
Jeff McInnis
CatchAll Environmental

Stormwater regulations, which have

been around since The 1972 Clean

Water Act, are suddenly moving off

the back burner of regulatory issues and, to

mix my metaphors, beginning to take center

stage as one of the most important and cost-

ly requirements for school districts. 

As a civil engineer who has designed hun-

dreds of stormwater systems over the last 25

years, I have watched the technology in

stormwater quality advance significantly, and

have watched stormwater maintenance

like maintaining your car. If your plan for car

maintenance is to neglect it until something

breaks, you’re in for some pain. For a while,

you feel free – no unnecessary expenses to

weigh you down. But sooner or later things

start to break. When they do, the cost to

replace them far outweighs the money you

saved over the years. If you skip 20 oil

changes, for instance, you probably save

about $800. However, when your engine

fails, get ready to spend way more than you

saved over the years for a new one. 

become a thorn in the side of every facilities

manager. 

The annual call to the vactor truck com-

pany is costly and inefficient, so I created a

company, CatchAll Environmental, on the

theory that approaching stormwater mainte-

nance on a regular, routine basis will lower

overall maintenance expenses. This approach

is working. Let me see if I can offer some

help to save you some money and keep you

off the inspector’s list.

Maintaining your stormwater system is
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That’s the power of preventative maintenance. It may seem like an

unnecessary expense, but it saves you much larger expenses and

headaches in the future.

What constitutes preventive stormwater maintenance? Just like with

your car, there are measures you should take to keep your stormwater

system purring like a kitten. These consist of regular catch basin

cleaning, inspecting filter and/or other water quality systems, and stay-

ing ahead of pond and bioswale maintenance. 

Sediment is the biggest enemy of stormwater quality systems. The

catch basin is the entry point for sediment and other pollutants into

your stormwater system. The catch basin is designed to trap sediments

and pollutants in the sump at the bottom, allowing for easy removal. If

the catch basins are neglected, the sediments build up to a point where

they can no longer be trapped in the sump but are instead suspended

in the flowing storm water and transported downstream. As the sedi-

ment travels downstream, it fouls pipes, manholes, ponds, vaults, and

filters. Routine catch basin cleaning will reduce sediment transport

and the frequency required for cleaning those more complex down-

stream systems.

How often should catch basins be cleaned? In our business, we have

seen good catch basin cleaning schedules that range anywhere from

once every few months to twice a year, depending on site use and

rainfall. A study done by Phillip Mineart and Sujatha Singh, docu-

mented in a 1994 article titled “The Value of More Frequent

Cleanouts of Storm Drain Inlets”, found that annual cleanings were

not sufficient to reduce sediment transport, and that more frequent

cleanings of catch basins removed up to six times as much sediment as

annual cleanings.

Is it truly possible that more cleaning of your stormwater system

can keep down costs? Yes, it is. Regular cleaning reduces the required

frequency for cleaning the more costly stormwater features located

downstream, because it removes the sediment that would otherwise

clog those downstream stormwater features before it can get to them.

In our experience at CatchAll Environmental, one popular filter

system in heavy use today advertises that their system needs cleaning

and filter replacement every one to three years. We regularly get four

or even five years of service from them before they need service simply

by reducing the sediment load they receive by cleaning the upstream

systems regularly.

Admittedly, if you call a vactor truck each time you have the system

cleaned, costs could get very steep. The vactor truck you typically call

is not cost-effective for regular cleanings – use them to remediate neg-

lected systems. 

There is a new maintenance device, the Storm Drain Maintenance

Insert (SDMI) – have them installed in your stormwater system. They

are inexpensive to purchase, easy to install, and last forever. You can

have them serviced regularly and still save money over vactor service.

If you get in place a good catch basin cleaning schedule, just like

getting regular lube, oil, and filter service on your car, you’ve gone a

long way to keeping your stormwater system clean and working well.

However, just as there are other components in your car, there are

other components to your stormwater system, and they will all have to

have some attention despite even the most aggressive catch basin

cleaning schedule.
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There is a good chance that some of your

systems employ some type of water quality

filter system if built in the last 10-15 years.

Water quality filter systems are very popular

among design engineers, and are identifiable

by two or three (perhaps more) round steel

lids with printed company names like

Contech, Stormwater360, or ADS on them.

Keeping these systems clean and functioning

is another important component to good

stormwater maintenance. If you are keeping

the catch basins clean, you should be able to

temperamental and, if they are failing, they

may need a complete overhaul.

If your system is new, stay on top of pond

and bioswale maintenance by removing inva-

sive plant species as soon as you see them. It

is also very helpful to have the original

design plans for the stormwater system, as

they will show you what plants were

designed into the system. While it may be

tempting to believe that more plants in your

bioswales and/or ponds are better, it’s not

true. Certain plant types provide water quali-

ty function, others just rob the system of

necessary storage volume. Clip invasive

plants at the ground level as soon as you see

them.

If your ponds or bioswales have been neg-

lected or are growing out of control, call a pro-

fessional engineer. You may have to have over-

grown vegetation cut down and removed. This

can be an extremely expensive undertaking, but

in the end you will have a completely new

facility. From that point forward, employ a

comprehensive program to keep the invasive

vegetation out and avoid costly overhauls in the

future.

As with your car, put together a full main-

tenance program for your stormwater system.

While it is tempting to neglect stormwater

maintenance, don’t do it. Clean your catch

basins regularly, get the storm filters inspect-

ed by a professional, and stay ahead of pond

and bioswale maintenance. Just like a good

automobile maintenance program, a good

stormwater maintenance program will help

you to keep maintenance costs manageable.

That is money in the bank for your school

district. 

Jeff McInnis, P.E. is a licensed civil engineer

with over 25 years of experience designing,

permitting, remediating, and maintaining

stormwater systems in rainy Washington state.

He is the founder and co-owner of CatchAll

Environmental, a Western Washington-based

business working to improve stormwater

quality through innovative stormwater 

maintenance techniques and web-based 

information systems.

have these facilities inspected every two years

or so. To have this type of system main-

tained, call the manufacturer. They typically

need inspection by a trained professional

with the expertise to determine if they have

any useful life remaining, and the manufac-

turer should maintain a list of trained inspec-

tors. 

The last components are those earthen-

built stormwater quality and quantity fea-

tures, the bioswales and ponds. These are like

the transmission in your car – they can be


