Illicit Discharge brings scandal and intrigue to the world of stormwater management


My husband always gets all the attention when we meet new people. His job as a forensic engineer has him traversing across attic beams, sifting through fire debris and kicking down doors of burnt out homes in a quest to discover what electrical malfunction could be at the root of a devastating fire. People imagine him acting out a real-life version of CSI, despite the fact that his travels most often take him to mundane destinations like Fargo and Sioux Falls. When I mention that I am a water resource educator and that my primary duty is to warn people of the perils of stormwater pollution, I just don’t inspire the same kind of awe and intrigue.  


Well, I am here to set the record straight that the world of stormwater management can be seedy and sordid indeed. Take the issue of illicit discharge, for example. Most of us have no idea what the term means, but it sure sounds scandalous doesn’t it? Some of you many remember hearing recently about a person who dumped 20-30 gallons of oil into a street sewer discharging directly into Minnehaha Creek. Luckily the dirty deed was caught in time for a crew from Minneapolis Environmental Management to reach the scene and contain the spill before it could destroy the creek. A similar incident occurred last fall when the driver of a tanker truck hauling used motor oil  decided to lighten his load a bit by dumping 1400 gallons of oil into a ditch in Afton. These are just two examples of the kinds of illicit discharges that threaten our lakes, rivers and even drinking water everyday.


An illicit discharge is the dumping of any potentially hazardous liquid or solid material into a storm sewer or drainage ditch. While most illicit discharges don’t make the evening news, they are no less of a threat to our local water quality. Would you ever dream of dumping a gallon of unused paint into the St. Croix River? Hopefully not, and yet, there are many people who think nothing of rinsing out paint cans and brushes into a storm sewer that connects directly to a nearby lake or river. A savvy river steward would wash water-based paints out in the sink and take oil-based paints along with other hazardous wastes to a county drop-off facility (1900 Hadley Ave. N in Oakdale). 

How about washing your car in the driveway? When summer comes, it seems like a sensible way to save a little money. Soapy water, however, can mean bad news for fish and aquatic plants. Commercial car washes send wastewater to the sanitary sewer, where it is treated before being released. Do-it-yourselfers should wash their cars on the lawn instead of the driveway to minimize runoff.  

The list of illicit discharges is lengthy – swimming pools full of chlorinated water emptied into storm sewers, restaurant grease traps rinsed out in back parking lots, leaky septic tanks and spilled fertilizer – just to name a few. The main thing to remember is that anything you would not want to swim in or fish in doesn’t belong in the storm sewer. 
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