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Clean Water is important to all of us!
It’s up to all of us to make it happen. In recent years sources of water pollution like industrial wastes from factories have been greatly reduced. Now, more than 60% of water pollution comes from things like cars leaking oil, fertilizers from farms and gardens, and failing
septic tanks. All these sources add up to a big pollution problem.

Why do we need clean water?
Having clean water is important for our health and economy. Clean water provides a
chance for family activities like swimming, fishing, and boating. It provides jobs and commercial opportunities (everything from tour guides to outdoor gear sellers and boat builders). Clean water adds beauty to our landscape and provides important wildlife habitat.
And perhaps most importantly we need clean water for drinking. All of us benefit from
clean water—and all of us have a role in getting and keeping our lakes, rivers, and ground
water clean.
The City of Durham realizes the importance of clean water and has taken steps to help protect our natural resources. These steps include the City’s ordinance that prohibits anything
other than rainwater from getting into a storm drain. This includes soapy or dirty runoff
from commercial vehicle washing.
Your business must properly contain, collect, and dispose of the wastewater it creates
while washing vehicles.
Before you begin washing cars, you are required to schedule an appointment with the
City’s Stormwater Services Division to demonstrate how you will do this. Your business may
be subject to fines and other penalties if it does not handle its wastewater properly.
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What’s the problem with washing cars?
There’s no problem with washing cars. It’s just how and where it is done. There is a lot besides water in the runoff from washing cars. For instance, the grime that comes off cars can
contain toxic chemicals such as arsenic and lead from paint, exhaust, and brake pads. Oil
and grease also are often washed off of cars. Then there are the chemicals in cleaning
products like soap, wax, window, and tire cleaners. If wastewater is not collected properly,
all of this pollution will run along with the water into a storm drain. The water that enters a
storm drain is not treated or cleaned in any way before it enters our rivers and lakes.

How do I comply with the ordinance?
You will need to develop a method to contain, collect, and dispose of wastewater. A number of complete systems that help accomplish this are available for purchase. However,
many businesses have found it less expensive and more effective to develop their own
unique containment system using common construction materials. A list of vendors, both
for complete systems and parts for developing your own system, is available from the
Stormwater Services Division.
You should contact Stormwater Services at (919) 560-4326 to schedule a demonstration of
your containment, collection, and disposal methods before starting any vehicle washing.
This is a requirement for receiving your business license.

Adding Soap to the Mix
Soap changes the way water molecules attach to each other. This makes it easier to
loosen and rinse away dirt and grime. Unfortunately, this property of soap will also strip
protective coatings from fish and damage their gills. In addition, most soap contains
phosphates that can cause excess algae to grow. Large amounts of algae looks and
smells bad. As algae decays, the process uses up oxygen in the water that fish need.
Other pollutants that may be in soap include dyes, acids, and ammonia.
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Containment
Proper containment should prevent any of the water running off the vehicles you wash
from entering the storm drain or nearby streams. It will also allow you to collect the wastewater and dispose of it properly. This is important because any pollutants in wastewater
left on pavement will eventually be carried into a nearby storm drain by rainwater. Some of
the many ways to accomplish this are shown below.

at least
3 feet
at least
3 feet

Before purchasing or building
a containment system make sure it is
large enough! It should easily fit the largest
vehicle you plan to wash. It must extend at least
three feet from all sides of the vehicle being
washed so that all the wastewater is contained.

A containment pool can be
created with a tarp that has its
edges raised by pipes or
boards. The raised edges help
contain wastewater created
while washing vehicles.

You can also contain wastewater with storm drain mats
(left) and flexible berms (right).
If you use this containment
method, you will need to wash
down the pavement when you
are done and collect that water
as well.

3

Actual Examples of Containment
These containment
pads consist of a large
tarp and a berm made
of PVC pipes (right) or
wood beams (below).

This setup is extremely large and can handle two
regular vehicles or one extra large vehicle. It
recycles an old bill board cover instead of using a
tarp.

Having extra space in your containment pool lets you clean vehicles
without worrying about wastewater
escaping your containment.
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Collection
Wastewater can be collected from its containment using a wet vacuum, a sump pump, or a
vacuum pump. If wastewater cannot be pumped into the sanitary sewer system, you can
store it in a plastic tank until it can be disposed of properly.
If you are disposing of your waste water offsite, your wastewater tank needs to be the
same size as your fresh water tank. If you use an on site water supply (and therefore do not
have a freshwater tank), you are required to have a 250 gallon storage tank.

A sump pump or wet vacuum can
be used to collect wastewater
from the containment pool.
A generator can power your sump
pump or wet vacuum. Be careful to
keep power cords out of the water
to avoid safety risks!

Plastic tanks, such as the one above,
can be used to temporarily store
wastewater.
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Actual Examples of Collection

These mobile vehicle washers used a sump pump to collect their wastewater. The picture on the left
shows the wastewater being pumped to a storage tank.

These mobile vehicle washers used a wet/dry
vacuum to collect their wastewater. In the
picture above, a brick has been used as a
weight to keep the tarp from being sucked up
by the vacuum. Other handy tools are a push
broom or large push squeegee to help pool
the water at one end of the tarp.
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Disposal
Once you have contained and collected your wastewater, you will need to dispose of it
properly. Proper disposal methods include:
-the sanitary sewer system through an oil and water separator or other filtering device;
-the sanitary sewer system through a sewer clean out, sink, or floor drain;
-one of Durham’s Water Reclamation Facilities; or
-a private treatment company or facility.
You must get approval from the Water Management Department before disposing of
your wastewater in the City’s sanitary sewer system or at one of the City’s Water
Reclamation Facilities. You can obtain approval by contacting the Industrial Pretreatment
Coordinator at (919) 560-4386.

Never open a sanitary sewer manhole
for any reason. It is extremely unsafe
and is also illegal.

A sewer clean out is one option for
disposing of your wastewater. Don’t
forget to get permission first!

Remember: Once you have had a compliance demonstration, you should keep a copy of your
compliance demonstration form and your business privilege license with you at all times you
are washing vehicles.
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Complying with Durham’s Ordinance
Whom do I contact to schedule a compliance demonstration?
You should contact Stormwater Services at (919) 560-4326 to schedule a demonstration of
your containment, collection, and disposal methods before starting any vehicle washing.
This is a requirement for receiving your business license.

City of Durham Stormwater Services Contact Information
Address:
Department of Public Works
Stormwater Services
101 City Hall Plaza, Third Floor
Durham, North Carolina 27701
Phone: (919) 560-4326 (option #8 and then #5 on the menu)
Fax: (919) 560-4316
E-mail: StormWaterQuality@durhamnc.gov
To schedule a demonstration, please call the stormwater hotline at (919) 560-7946 or
e-mail Stormwater Services at StormWaterQuality@durhamnc.gov.

Other Requirements
Other requirements (unrelated to stormwater) may apply to your vehicle washing business
including the City’s sewer use ordinance, the City’s water conservation ordinance, the Durham City/County zoning ordinance, and the City’s business privilege license ordinance.
-For approval to dispose of vehicle wastewater into the City’s sanitary sewer system, please
contact the Water Management Department’s Industrial Pretreatment Coordinator at
(919) 560-4386.
-For more information regarding Durham’s water conservation ordinance, please contact
the Water Management Department at (919) 560-4381.
-For more information regarding Durham’s zoning ordinance and requirements for
obtaining a home occupation permit contact the front desk of the Planning Department at
(919) 560-4137.
-Avoid trespassing. Make sure to get appropriate permission in writing before conducting
business on a property.
-For more information regarding the City’s business privilege licensing, please contact the
Business License Office at (919) 560-4700.
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Notes

Help stop stormwater pollution!
Call 560-SWIM to report anything in storm drains
that is not rain water.
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