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How one program is
tackling the problem
of lot-level runoff

th summer well on s Wil

here's a ldtle scenamo thai will

mirst certaindy play ol in
v witershed

It's a sunny spring day; the binds are

sinng, trees ame budding. Carolyn amd
':JI'II" I||'|'I|'||" L{¥] ||||kl' _|||lw.EH'I |||| |_||||I |-;:-r - |
wilk om the beach, Bud first, becadse i's
such a fine day with no min in e fore
cast, Lieof wanils io CrgREe N one of
those time-homsred spring rituals: wash-
ing the car

He grabs the spomge, bucked, bose,
and soap. ss well as the no-seruls tine
ceaner and the wash-pa wash-ofl was
he just picked wp on sabe. He then
sprays down |='Il' AT Iun,l-..- afd under th

od grime or radd u|L |-.1I!‘|-. rs Lip |I|- CHr
with & couple of buckets of Armor All o
Turtle Wax wash, amd polishes the
chronee. Afer pouring oul the kst ck-
ot and hosing doswn the deivesay, be acd-
mires the car's shipe.

Cardyn and Geoll ke the leash and
a few dog bags and head off o the
meach. Along e way they pass a local
sooill troop snagging pussershy - for a
couple of bucks, the scouts wash cars in
the school parking lot ... ' & great way
10 ralse sofne money. Cumodyn and Leal]
rodl 1lde e beach parking ol oip on
the dog leash, and s ol for & o Car-
alyn comments thal ol looks hke there's a
loarmy residoe, almast ke soageaeds, by-
i along the beacth. Geadl i mitrsged
that there pre peogle whio wenekd pone
simap inin the water,

Linforfunately, Geoll and Camlyn are
thise peaple, and there ae thenasands
minre: who pour unireatesd conlaminants
anmd cleterrent dirsctly into the slorm
sewvers daily withowd promg ol anoUheer

i
| rJ 1IADE
thought They don't pause b thank abio

fl=and, chances are, neither does e lo-

successful Residential s

In fact. the praction Al nmipai ol -

i mestic and community car washing are

ann nnmm ““I lu- Basen nrither well understood nor adequately
= acted upon, Yet virtually o river, crech

“ unﬂu Inl-sn“ rne E]" Kevin Mercer lake, or seashore of any municipalsty
immaune to its effects. It is a perfectly le-
gnl direct dischasge of unregulated pollu-

Pnll“ll “n PI‘E“ Bnll n n tants. Worst of all, there's nothing you

can do about it Or is there?
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Combating this scenario is pust anoth-
er of the dormwater manager’s everyday
dhuties in the City of Fort Worth, TX, on
the Trinity River and Lake \Worth; the
City of Brantford, OM, on the Grand Riv-
er; King County, WA, on Puget Sound;
amd Fasrfield County, CT, on Loag Island
lemn s w0t unmrecogmized, and though it &
in fact controllable, it remains an unreg-
ulsted discharge.

This article explores the social, praci-
cal, and legal elements assocated with
the practice of washing one's car. WeTll
cxplore why, despite being an abnios
mﬂd@*nﬂﬂwﬂrﬂfﬁn'hugnil
gets =0 little respec or attentson in the
world of ponpaint-source pollutson. We'll
question why car washing & exempt
from hnvlhﬂh::nmphr with the munic-
pﬂlﬁep&mi&ﬂlﬂrmmr!.}mlxr
mmits and what thes says about our com-
mitment o clean waler.

Finally, we'll introdhsce you o a pro-
ject developed by RiverSides Stewsrd:
ship Alliance that aims, as one means of
bringing residential property discharges
into compliance, to phase out driveway
car washing over the long term. We'll cx-
amine the practice, law, marketing, and
social milien of cor washing, starting
with an environmental perspective.

Cars and Their Care

In the United Stastes and Canada, there
are more than 230 million cars and
light trucks, and at one point or anoth-
er—as frequently as weekly—they are all
washesl. A 1999 survey by the Interna-
tonal Carwash Association found that
44.5% of Americans prefer home
washing ns a method of vehicle care,
Furthermore, at least T5% of all cars
are washed at home one or more times
o year

Combine this with the resulis of &
stcky of highway runodf toxicity by the
Mational Water Fesearch Institute
{MWRI, which charscterized car detritus
as one of the major nonpoint sources of
henvy metals, oil and grease, and other
components, such as rubber. NWRI con-
cluded that road runoff contains potern-
al, confirmed, or severe foxicity in
three-fifths of nll samples.

Taken together, the water-quality im-
plications of these two studies are nearly
unfathomable. Imagine regulating only
50% of the market and ignoring the re-
mginder of the discharges. Anyone in
the commeral car-wash industry would
ke quick o drow the conclusion that
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then: is a double standard, They'd be
right. Mast municipalities exempt prac-
boes an privale property that they other-
wie regulate on commerdal or public

properly.

The Water

The City of Toranto (OM) Works and
Emergency Services Department esti-
miates that the avernge drivewny car
wash uses & total of 440 lit. (116 gol) of
water. In this aity of 4 million, domestic
car washing s the second-largest source
o peak water demand after lawn water-
irag. In 1996, Toronto launched & social
mrketing effort called “Peak Pail” to en-
counge conseration during residential
car-washing season, For $13, residents
could purchase a covered pail containing
@ sponge, 0 sx-spray trgger nozzle, &
packnge of six hose washers, and a water
conservatin bookled. The program ilhss-
tratexd the imterdisciplinary blindness. that
winds up actually encouraging the prac-
tice of drivewsy washing in the name of
conseTvation,

It was omly in the name of water con-
servation that domestic car washing and
lawm watening were virbually banmed
outright during the 2001 drought Swr-
equanimity, although some considersd it
an averreactien since the entire Great
Lakes watershed sits a their deorsbep.

An informal RiverSides survey of mo-
nicipal managers revealed that they eon-
sidered the bans reasonalde. YWhen sur-
viyed about the possibility of perma-
nently phasing out domesiie car washing,
however, these same mansgers wene Bol
willing to compromise the same personal
choice in favor of waler quality they had
restricied in the name of conservalion.

The Soap
Although you can—and people often
dio—use anytldng o wash a car, the car-
care industry naturally recommends us-
ing its oawm products. Turtle Wax

[wrwess, turtlesas.com b witrms Custoamsers
theat to v otherwise might damage o
car's clear-coal finish. Nonetheless, peo-
ple use everything ram dish and k-
dry soap to vinegar and waler or oitrus-
based cleaners.

The market for domesibc car-wash
cleaners consists of & wide vanety of
soaps, degreasers, wases, deaners, wipes,
and sprays for the purpase of cleanmg
and “protecting ” The Morth Amenican
domestic sutowash marke! s a multimil

Bom-dodlar business. Most inierestingly, in
termes af chemical composition, resden-
tind car-wash products are similar to
mach af what is used i the commercial
inclustry.

Armor All's Web site at
{ wewewarmarall. com,/maint/ pages/fires.baml &)
offers o tip o produet wsers: “Clean your
car in an arca that allows for evapors-
ticm of man-off and prevent endry inbo
storm drains, streams, or any body of
water” Why? What does Armor All
know that some local stormaaber marn-
agers don't? For one, it knows e con-
stituent ¢lements of it deaners. If it
doesn't recommend putting is products
untreated inbo rivers or bakes, why
should some consider it an exemplion?

Dioes B comsumer tip comstilte far
warming enough to absolve & company
of the liahility for pollution? Does i ex-
empt the consumer? We'll revisl this
question later.

How do the detergents found in car-
wiash cleaners affect fish populations?
Mainly through the power of the surfac
ta.n‘tﬂlnd-ﬁll’ﬂyrheadunulmmlqr-
ers prodecting fish from bacteria and par-
asites, niot to mention the severe damage
b thee gills. Most fish die when detergent
COMCEMEAIBONS &r¢ Didr Iﬁ-p-rbi p:'rrnq'.l
lion (ppml; however, deterpent concen-
trations as kow as 5 ppm will kil fish
eges. Deterpents can als add to the
problems of aquatic [ife by kowering the
stirface tengion of the water, ﬂrg:[ml:
chembcals, such as pesticides and phe-
o, are then much more ensly ab-
sorbed by the Ash. A detergent concens
h‘ahﬂf&nl}-i!ﬁmgnﬂmﬁ.ﬂ]m
absorh double the amount of chemicals
thesy would nurmally absorh,

All detergents contain n surfactant so
that the cleaner rinses off easily with wa-
teer; soume of the most popular fypes are
synthetic phenotbased surfactants. Envi-
ronment Cansda and USEPA have iden-
iefiesd these as being possible endocrine
disrupters that trick the hormone system
by mimicking estrogen. In wildlife, the
end reaill s that aquatic species are not
able o reproduce, and population kevels
deseline

The Discharge
Every car wash discharges a fine toxic
mix. Depending on what is used to wash
the wehicle (lef's say water alone is the
minimam, driveway car-wash discharge
consists of oils, grease. elements from
beake limings, mst, trace amounts of ben-
zen: anid possibly chromium, and & few
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ather goodies. Adding soap fo the mix pessbly introduces phee-
nals, dyes, acids. and ammonip. Imagine what i= in spray-off
tire Cleaner

I'm inclined to beleve the urban kegend that more ol is de-
pasited from car droppings on rosds and driveways (o rivers
andd lakes in North America than enters the waters of the
world from tanker spills and disasiers in one year, There's
nathing like a detergent o loosen it up and send # bo the local
river

Furthermore, the water that flosws off 8 drveway packs up
miore than dirt; it beoomes a thermal plume of warm, even hot,
wastewater runoff that can differ from the average temperaturne
of a reeiving water body by as much as 10°C

Community Fundraising

Do eommuity groups save an unmitigeted right o rise mon-
ey an the back of clean water? Is it okay for a scout troop to
plant trees for riparsan habitat ope week and harm waber qual-
ity the mest with a findrdser car wash?

I've heard i said by regubatory bodies that there is no way
they'd challenge the ability of commmmaty groups o underiake
fundrassing car waslws—they are pracically national icons, For
example, in the wake of the September 11 disaster, four sisters
i 'l."il"p!:l.lhu rtsed maney for tee Red Cross Il'l.h.HJHi'l i e
ity car wash. US President George Y. Bush even endorsed it
as & greal klea for communities everywhene, YWhy did noe one
ask whether it could have been done without impacting local
waler quality?

Evein a H'-"'J'-‘ Bix ralsany iy I'J:ln.lllp:h ooEmimly car
waslses, published by a mobde washing company in Calilornan,
that sugpests blocking up the sorm drain during e evenl
imbaes the painl Ws mome than the soagy waler; the suspend-
el solicls setile out, the soap does antoe e asphalt, and all i
Lo f5 @ o] e g wosh i all inlo e rver, An ondine dis-
cussson ol car washing on the USEPA MPSinlo listsery con-
clisded that even o citnes-based deaner widd contnbute o a
viclation of the total maximum daily load if it wasn't exempl
umeler the act

Speaking of which, whad is the law, anyway?

The Law: A Little of Column A, a Little of Column B
Hemember the earlier q1|ml;in11. abaat whether @ consumer tip
constrtutes i:-11r,||_:|gh reasonahle waming {o absolve mamofactur
ers from ]inhil'ir_l.' fowr p4_'|||||l_'i|_'|11 from the ime of ithesr rnﬂ-:lun:t.s'-'
Munufocturers and wsers con sleep tight knowing that domsestic
car washimg i= exempt from discharge regulations virtually
throaghout MNorth America

The exemption for domeste car washing i found in the
Matiomal Podlutant Discharge Elimmation System General Per-
mit fowr Discharges from Mundcipal Separate Storm Sewer Sys-
temns Part 1, Section B Eligibility (exemptions), Mo, 2. [t states,
“This permit authorzes the follewing non-storm water dis-
charges proculed they do mod coniriiaite fo @ simiation of o
quirlity standmds waber from individual residential car wash-
ing” {emphasis added)
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This ]‘H'I_[!-i thi Ui When can ol be smd that resiclendial
car-wash water (comtamang as ol does the samie ru:-lrﬂtinl'lg.'
harmful elements & commersial car-wash discharre) does oot
cantribuate to o degrdaeton ol w--.al.ue:rh-c[:l.'|||i|.'3.I stnnclamds and
therefore a violabon? Why does i have (o be directly atribu
able? Isn't that wind nongoint-source pnllul:inn s nll aboug?

‘.‘.-1||niriF|nI'iLi1.~s. exhibit o legal conhusion with T{'Hm‘ll o wihad
constitutes delelenoas dmﬂurgﬂ. Take Brantford, O™, Tor in
stance. A Bmntford bylaw restricis Commamnity fundmiser car
wash ;Itsl:l'..nrg-l,.w. buat cleves mat miention resudemisal dis{turgc

A mimber of municipalites, Fort Wordh, TX, ameng them.
rcgv.llalr pmrmerainl maobile wru:hing Foat do med ru:g'u_!.al_t OOy
munity or residential discharges, despate the similangy of dis-
charge. Fort YWorth recognizes the commercial washing indus-
iry requires mumnofl permits but exempds residendial lot-level dis-
charges. The LIS military uses containment pads when washing
its helcopters. Sematrailers and even traims regularly wtilize
runodf containment, but houschold and community car-wash
discharge remnins exempd,

Kimg County, om Washmgton State’s Poget Sound, has a
stronkg education program against car-wash discharge but no
permil requiremsents or phase=put goals. The Paget Scund Car
Wash Association, recognized by the county, puts considerable
effort into diverting discharge by offering the use of it fack-
ties to cormmunity fondradsers

A municipality that hes limited drivewsy car washing is Cal-
gary, AR, on the Bow Hiver Although car washing is not ex-
pressly forbidden, the Drainage Bylaw states that there can b=
i dedetersons discharge from a property to the stoem sewer
gystern The city fines violators $300 and enfores the bylow
through a snitch e, Comicting violators & probably not the
poand, bud thee symbodism i powerful

The Commercial Car-Wash Market

Hemember the statistic about 44 5% of all Amercans prefer-
rurig 1o witsh (hedr cars at oeme? There 5 a commumon miscon-
ceplion ameng the public and decsior-makers thal comaenal
washes ame less emvironmentally appropriste than drveway
washes, The publie perceves splashing buckets of sueds around
af b s praciieally the epome of family swlses 1L doesn’t
help that the magor aulo manifacurens’ advertisng campaigns
cransistenily reinferce the fun ol home drvesway washmg

True, the commercial car-wash mdusing bears par ol the
hlmme o als repatatn. l'.ar[}' crxmmercial oar washies oid
|'|rnr.|;irr= waler revse, el oot for conservation™s sake, and r.||u|||-
by suffered. The '|'.r||!|{'i1: mebelled and, o conmder ]w.lhlie; THiSCTIn:
rr-pl:inn:. thi= |.11r||,.|.'d.|.-r|.' mirved b am ‘-unl}' resh waber used™
marketing strategy. T this day, the notion of the water-waste-
ful car wash 15 1'|rrn|:|.' entrenched in the '|'.||h-l.-'.[' and |1r||i|:irn|
peyche

The commercial car-wash industry is sometimes blamed
for increasing frequency of droaght, rising water prices. amd
all kinds of ather evils. Sinee the mid- 1980, commercial car
washes hawve faced conservation hans precisely because they
are deemed o be o waste of water. Florida's current examing:
tiop of & water conservation certification ranked car washes
number two among industry groups to control. Meanwhile,
the state has no restrictions on domestic or commanity car
seshing,

The reality & that most commercial car washes se G0
bess water m the emtire washing process than a simple home
wash uses just to rinse off o car. Special pressure noceles mix
500 pir in with the water o create pressane withowl volurmse.
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Take Me Out to the Carwash

Remember the City of Toronto Peak Padl program? Exssperated
by that flawed effort, RiverSides Stewardship Alhonce began a
process o ackle unregulated residential discharges.

It was during design and implementation planning for the
WaterLinks program, designed by RiverSides for the City of
Ditgwa, that “Take Me Out io the Corwash™ (TMOC] was creat-
ed. As Canada's primary advocacy organization for watershed
protecton and municipal nonpaoint-seurce pollution prevention,
RiverSides specinlizes in social marketing progmams that tackbe
the challenge of changing social habits thid reinforce degrada-
tion of rvers and lakes.

RiverSides began its mandated work in 1995 with the o5
tablshment of the sward-winning “Five Things You Can Do
For Your River™ social marketing campaign. In the inbervening
years, AverSides has radsed the profile of residential and com-
mesrrind nonpoind-sournce pollution discharges o the cxient that
its namie is symonymous with municipal soure control and pal-
lution prevention

THIKC s a joint socia]l marketing partmership of RiverSides
aned the Canadian Carwash Association {CCAL Onoe ap-
proached by RiverSides in 2000, the CCA realized the benefit
of working cooperatively with & watershed profection organizs-
tion whise mandate coincides with the CCA goal of restricting
the: ummepubated competition it receives from househiold car-
washing efforts,

During 2000-2001, THMOC grew to becoms a fulldledged
pubdic education campaign aimed af three sectors: the commu-
nity, municipal decisson-makers, and member businesses in the
car-wash industry, The project tackles the perceived “righit” of
the public to pollute receiving water bodies throogh the prae-
tice of auio vanity.

Baalding on this multisecioral approach, TMOC develoged
three comresponding campaigns.

Cevnrmty

The community campaign conshines media-based outreach—
hillhoands, bus-shelter ads, publie service announcements, and
direct madl—supporting community car-swash demmonstratson
events. The community campalgn encourages grouaps and ress-
dents to drop the buckets and sponges in favor of dean-water

The community car-wash events employ a Latimat contain-
ment system donated o RiverSides by Environmental Cleaning
Systems Ld. to highlight the bopact that commundty and per-
somdl car washing has on local rvers and lakes Residents nre
encouraged, through a direct-mall campalgn, either o e a o
cal car wash or o supgoart local community af the
Green Clean car washes sponsored by RiverSades with the Lati-
mat containment system. RiverSides encourages municipalities
to purchase & containment pad (o loan or rent b local water-
ﬂﬂpﬂmmﬂ.ﬂﬁ:mﬂmmqpm!ﬂﬂm
RIS PALTse.

Working in cooperation with local car washes s another
great way that has been demonstrted by the Puget Sound
Car Wach Associstion. These community car-wash demon-
stration propects give the monicipality o means of building
partnerships with watershed protection organizations, com-
muanity groups, and local business, They are great opportuni-
ties o partner of the mesage of nonpoint-source pollution
prevention,

Community events also spread the word through T-shirts
and specialized educational materinks, and the heightened
awnreness of everyone involved that cor washing does have &
positive impact om the loeal watershed.

The TMOC community education project is schedubed to
laumsch the week of April 21 as an Earth Day project for the
CCA in the southern Ontario mumdcipalities of Toronto, Hamil-
fon, Ottawa, and Waterloo County {consisting of the towns of
Cambridge. Waterloo, Kitchener, and Guelph)

Muicipal

One of the project’s key goals is to encourage afl jurisdictions
to apply the law evenly. Consistency of nonpoint-source: polhs-
tion education i 8 main goal, and nowhere is that more impor-
tant than among mumicipal. coumty, and state dedson-makers.
Mz the long-term benefits of preventing lot-level polluton are
recognized, the eventual outcome should be the elimmation of
al:lanketmmpbnnmﬁlhemmgmhmnfd&e impact of toxic

regardless of their individual loading.

RiverSides works to encourage municipaliies to bring con-
sistency to the treatment of discharges from resicdentinl and
comumercial properties, whether to the storm or sandtary sewer
system. Through partnerships with municipalities, TMOC pro-
vides & framework for reaching residents with & message:
What they do on their properties is directly attributable o the
health of their watershed.
drlustry
The final ebement of the campaign addresses the carwash in-
dustry self In partnership with Erdromment Canada, the
TMOC project B imglementing an environmental certification
for all car-wash operations. Considering that the project drives
business, it s not unreasonable that the mdusiry be asked to
set and achieve the highest standarcds for waler conservation,
eoenpliance with local sewer use permits and bylaws, provi-
sions for enbanced health and safety of its emplovers and
custamers, amnd the rJ.Euﬂq}ITl-Enl and .'n.||:||:rn-rtl;rl' |;~|;|11'|'|'.|1|,||1'|t:|.'

Timeline

TMOM 5 a fve-year national approach thet pms to develop a
sufficiently sustainable method of phasing out the practice of
domestic car washing in favor of dean water, The process will
nol happen overnight, bul i is anticipated that the partners
(HiverSices, the CCA and its members, municipalitics, and the
genernd public) will leam that o save wadersheds from non-
primt-smeree dischanges, they must take steps that challenge
perceived notions of right and wiong while simultaneously
mariing forward with a commumity approach that budlds sup-
port for clean water,

Conclusion

We're proposing nothing less than overtuming the mviclable

right of residents to nonpoint-source: discharge. The pollution

from car washing doesn’t quite mie with, say. combined sewer
overflews, but it's 8 practice we can comitrol throwgh adequate
social marketing while building community-business pastner-

ships, TMOC demonstrabes an innovative partnership between
imdustry, commumity, and mundcipality that addeesses unregu-
lated discharges to our watersheds while building a suppartive
framsework for community-hased sohutions.

S0 the next time you soe 8 dinty car in the parking bot, don't
write “Wash me” on i, write “Take Me to the Carwash,” and
practice & litthe guerrilla social marketing while vou're at it
Your local river will thank youo for it

Cewest author Kerin Mercer 5 execulive direcior of Hiverbades
Stewpradship Alliance i Toronfo, QN
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