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What is stormwater?

Stormwater

There are 1372 kilometres of 
stormwater sewers below the City of 

Winnipeg!

Normally, sewage and stormwater  
are kept separate, but in older parts 
of Winnipeg, some pipes allow the 

two to mix during heavy rainfall 
events. This mixture is then released 

directly into our rivers.

Water use can increase over 50% in 
summer due to lawn watering! Rain 
barrels can be used to capture free 
rainwater for lawns and gardens.

Pollution carried in runoff causes 
large blue-green algae blooms in 
Lake Winnipeg. If more runoff can 
be held back by healthy wetlands, 

rain-gardens and ponds, our 
biggest lake will be healthier!

Hazardous chemicals including 
bleach, oil-based paints, paint 

thinner, antifreeze, and pesticides 
are toxic to humans and aquatic life 
and should never be poured down 

the drain.

In Winnipeg, many stormwater pipes carry the runoff to retention 
ponds, though some drain directly into the rivers. Retention ponds -  
artificial lakes found in many residential areas - hold back the water 
for a while, allowing pollution and sediment from the streets settle 
out. In some ponds, natural plants like cattails grow, and help this 
process along.

•	 Don’t litter.
•	 Pick up after your pet. 
•	 Encourage your family to reduce or eliminate the use of lawn 

chemicals such as fertilizer and weed-killer. 
•	 Keep the family car in tune so it doesn’t leak oil or antifreeze. 
•	 Try organizing a community trash clean up, or creating posters 

for public spaces. 
•	 Find local carwashes that follow environmental practices and 

ask if you can sell their coupons for fundraisers. 
•	 Slow the flow of water from the roof of your house or school 

by installing rainbarrels or planting a rain-garden - a special 
garden that will allow water to sink into the ground instead of 
rushing away! 

Stormwater refers to water that runs off the land after a large 
rainstorm, or when the snow is melting. Stormwater may soak into 
the ground, flow directly into rivers and lakes, or enter pipe systems 
underneath our towns and cities. In rural areas, stormwater is often 
called “runoff”. 

Stormwater and runoff carry pollution and sediment from the 
streets and land. This is called non-point source pollution, because 
the contamination comes from many sources. Pollutants found in 
stormwater can include fertilizers, pesticides, road salt, gasoline 
and oil, antifreeze, detergents and litter. All of these can affect the 
health of animals and plants living in the water, and the quality of 
drinking water for human communities downstream!

Did you know?

How do cities and towns manage stormwater?

What impact does stormwater have on the environment?

How can I protect water from non-point source pollution?

A retention pond in Winnipeg
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Stormwater Activity Ideas

Science
•	 Investigate the water quality of a stream, pond or 

ditch near your school. There are a number of  
teaching resources which provide guidelines on 
how to do this, including:
•	 City of Edmonton: Treat it Right! Stormwater 

(Grade 8) @ www.edmonton.ca/environmental/
wastewater_sewers/treat-it-right-storm-wa-
ter-grade-8.aspx includes a lesson plan.

•	 RiverWatch: check Alberta RiverWatch for a 
good overview @ www.riverwatch.ab.ca/how_
to_monitor/index.cfm. Contact Oak Hammock 
Marsh to get involved in Manitoba River Watch. 

•	 Even if you don’t complete a full water monitoring 
assessment, this type of activity is a great way to get  
students out of the classroom and into the real 
world. They are likely to encounter evidence of 
human-caused pollution (eg. litter) which can lead 
to ideas for action projects you could take on.

Social Studies 
•	 As a part of Grade 7, Cluster 2, Global Quality of Life, 

have students discuss how having cleaner water  
affects our quality of life. 

•	 Have students make a list of actions that would  
improve water quality in their community. You 
could produce educational signage and posters, 
start a battery recycling program, improve water  
conservation at home and school and more.

•	 Vote as a class on your target action project and 
take steps to make it a reality. Starting small is still 
starting! 

Mathematics
•	 Students will calculate how much water could be 

captured using rainbarrels at school. 
1. Set up rain gauges outside the school, where 

they are unlikely to be disturbed. 
2. Have students use a school map to estimate the 

area of the school roof. 
3. After a big rain, go read the rain gauges.  

Measure the area of the opening on the rain 
gauge. 

4. Use the information to extrapolate the amount 
of rain collected by the rain gauge to the 
amount that would be collected by the whole 
school roof!

5. Investigate fundraising options for rainbarrel 
installation at your school. Note that maintenace 
workers will need to be trained on how to use 
the barrels.

English Language Arts
•	 Use stormwater as a topic for creative writing.  

Students write about the journey of a raindrop 
from the sky to the ocean. Does the water pick up 
any pollution along the way? Have the students 
include characters in their story that are preventing 
pollution.

•	 Poetry writing skills can also be developed on the 
theme of stormwater.

http://www.edmonton.ca/environmental/wastewater_sewers/treat-it-right-storm-water-grade-8.aspx
http://www.edmonton.ca/environmental/wastewater_sewers/treat-it-right-storm-water-grade-8.aspx
http://www.edmonton.ca/environmental/wastewater_sewers/treat-it-right-storm-water-grade-8.aspx
http://www.riverwatch.ab.ca/how_to_monitor/index.cfm
http://www.riverwatch.ab.ca/how_to_monitor/index.cfm
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Websites of Interest
•	 City of Winnipeg Water and Waste: What not to put down the Drain @ www.winnipeg.ca/waterand-

waste/sewage/garbageDrain.stm
•	 US EPA Water SourceBooks @ http://water.epa.gov/learn/kids/drinkingwater/wsb_index.cfm
•	 Battery recycling - Get your free collection bins @ www.call2recycle.ca
•	 River Watch Program - Red River and You Teachers Institute lesson plans @ www.internationalwaterin-

stitute.org/rryou.htm, www.oakhammockmarsh.ca/programs/educators/riverwatch/index.html
•	 Rivers West Red River Basin Water Systems curriculum @ www.riverswest.ca/index.cfm?pageID=17

Hands-on Experiment
 “Role of Plants in Water Filtration” from US EPA Environmental Education

Build students’ understanding of how plants play an important role in filtering sediment and pollution 
out of runoff water.  This can be run as a demo or by students working in small groups.

You will need: 
•	 6 potted plants in 6-8” pots with moderately dry soil 
•	 6 clear containers deeper than the plant pots 
•	 soil 
•	 dark-coloured drink mix
•	 vegetable oil
•	 liquid soap 
•	 household powder cleaner 
•	 water
•	 mixing containers and spoons

Prep: 
Put each plant pot in a clear container. Add about 1 cup of water. Pack or loosen the soil in the pot 
until the water drains out at about 2 Tbsp per minute.

Method: 
•	 Mix the following with 1 cup of water in mixing containers and add to the plants: 
	 •	 Plant	1:	just	water,	
	 •	 Plant	2:	Add	1	T.	soil,
	 •	 Plant	3:	Add	1	T.	vegetable	oil,	
	 •	 Plant	4:	Add	1	T.	drink	mix,	
	 •	 Plant	5:	Add	1	T.	dish	soap,	
	 •	 Plant	6:	Add	1	T.	powdered	cleaner.	
•	 Make observations about each: does the pollutant percolate through the soil? How can you tell? 

Add one additional cup of water to each plant. Does any more of the substance drain through?

Follow-up: 
•	 Discuss the application of this experiment in the real world. Can plants and soil remove all  

impurities from runoff water? Does the pollution disappear, or is it still present in the environ-
ment? Do some types of substances break down faster than others? 

•	 This activity can lead into further discussion of different pollutants and their impact on humans 
and ecosystems.

Stormwater Activity Ideas
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