Could holey concrete be the answer to clean water?


For the past few weeks I’ve been writing about innovative ways to develop communities while maintaining scenic natural beauty and clean water. Whether you choose conservation development, better site design, low impact development or all three, a common theme is reducing the amount of paved areas and increasing the amount of trees, gardens and natural vegetation in new developments. Of course, a certain amount of asphalt and concrete is unavoidable. After all, we need something to drive on, roller blade on and push our strollers across. Did you know, though, that even pavement can be green?


When the Ramsey Washington Watershed District built a new office in Little Canada, they wanted to be as environmentally friendly as possible. So, in addition to several raingardens, rain barrels and a green roof over the garage, they chose to use porous asphalt for their parking lot. From above, the parking lot looks pretty much like any other, but the magic occurs underground. Before pouring the asphalt, the contractors excavated a shallow bowl, which was filled with sand and small rocks. Then, a special type of asphalt was used that sets up with little holes throughout – sort of like pumice. When it rains, the water soaks directly into the asphalt and is filtered through the layers of rock and sand before infiltrating into the ground. As a result, there is no runoff from the parking lot. 


Since the technology is relatively new, some people were concerned that the porous parking lot would be hard to maintain in the winter, but as the staff the watershed district soon discovered, the snow actually melted right into the parking lot on sunny days during the winter, meaning there was never ice and little need to plow or apply salt. 


For people who are interested in using porous pavement for their homes or businesses, there are actually a variety of options. For a walkway, patio or driveway, porous pavers can be a good option. They look like old-fashioned cobblestone, just without the grout to fill the spaces between. If you want to see an example in Washington County, check out the driveway of the Mulle property next door to the ice cream shop in downtown Afton. Another option for sidewalks and walkways is porous concrete. It looks like your typical grey sidewalk but, once again, allows water to soak right in. For a driveway to a home, garage or lake cabin, you don’t even have to get as fancy as porous pavement to decrease the amount of impervious surface on your property. Remember strip driveways? All you need are two strips of pavement for the car tires to drive on and the rest can be planted with no-mow grass to increase the amount of green space.


Porous pavement is typically more expensive to install than conventional pavement, mostly because of the excavation and materials underneath, but initial expenses can be recovered by decreased maintenance costs and fewer erosion problems in nearby landscaped areas. Many local watersheds, including Brown’s Creek, Valley Branch and Middle St. Croix, offer cost-share grants to help cover the expense of porous pavement. If you are planning a driveway, sidewalk or patio project at your home, contact the Washington Conservation District for information about these grants (651) 275-1136. 
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