When a pond is not a pond


It’s a familiar story in developing communities. A family buys a house in a new neighborhood, advertised as waterfront property. The pond is small, sure, but already the kids are excitedly talking about hunting for frogs in the spring and fishing in the summer. Mom and dad talk about building a small dock and maybe getting a paddleboat. As the summer stretches on, though, the pond gets smaller and smaller until it is eventually nothing but a muddy hole with steep weedy banks. The next spring, snowmelt fills the bottom, but the pond remains a wasteland. 


Stormwater ponds, built to protect lakes and rivers from polluted runoff, have become ubiquitous in our landscape. Although they serve an important purpose, that purpose remains a mystery to most of the general public. When they are designed to look like natural lakes or wetlands, most people accept them as they would any other water feature. There is a danger in appearing too natural though, as people inevitably want to fish, boat and swim in their neighborhood ponds. On the opposite side of the spectrum are the obviously manmade stormwater ponds, prominent near most large retail centers, apartment buildings and new housing developments. People complain that they are ugly, dangerous and a waste of space. 


The purpose of a stormwater pond is to collect the water that runs off of streets, parking lots, rooftops and lawns when it rains and hold the water temporarily until some of the dirt and pollutants can settle out. Stormwater ponds help to reduce flooding by getting runoff water off the land and slowing the rate at which it reaches streams and rivers. By capturing dirt, heavy metals, nutrients and other pollutants, they also help to keep lakes and rivers cleaner. 


Because stormwater ponds collect dirty runoff, they’re a poor choice for fishing and swimming. They can also be dangerous for pond exploring; the sides tend to be steep and the bottom tends to be deep and soft due to all of the accumulated sediment. Although they sometimes provide habitat for frogs, herons and turtles, they are just as likely to attract geese and invasive weeds. Furthermore, they are entirely dependent on runoff from rain and melting snow, meaning they are full some years and dry others. 


There is a move in many local communities toward making stormwater ponds look as natural as possible. A buffer of deep-rooted native plants along the edge of a pond protects the edges from erosion and helps to filter out some of the nutrients that might enter into the pond and cause algae to grow. At the same time, however, cities discourage people from planting trees or building fences near stormwater ponds, since the ponds require periodic maintenance. 


In recent years, some new businesses and housing developments have begun using raingardens and porous pavement in lieu of stormwater ponds. Both work by soaking water into the ground so that pollutants are filtered out by the soil and the remaining clean water can recharge groundwater supplies. Porous pavement is expensive, but a good option for commercial areas where there is no room for a stormwater pond. Raingardens are cheaper, can be distributed throughout a parking lot or neighborhood and are usually seen as a landscaping amenity. Many local watershed agencies are requiring developers to use these types of infiltration techniques to keep runoff from the first inch of every rainstorm on site and soak it into the ground. 


Ten years from now, we may find that raingardens, porous pavement and other infiltration measures have virtually replaced stormwater ponds in our landscape. Until then, however, we will have to learn to live with the ponds and accept them for what they are – functional, sometimes attractive, systems to keep pollution out of our lakes and rivers that are best enjoyed from a distance. 
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