


Our Surface Water - A History

Palm Beach County’s natural surface water drainage
system has been dramatically altered over the past 80
years. Early County residents settled primarily east of
or along the coastal ridge. The coastal ridge is a
naturally elevated non-continuous strip of land near
the coast running the length of the County. It rises
approximately 25 to 40 feet above sea level (the
majority of Palm Beach County lies 15 to 25 feet above
sea level). Much of the land east of the coastal ridge
was sufficiently drained and suitable for development,
while land west of the coastal ridge was wet much of
the year. To develop the land west of the coastal ridge
for agriculture and settlement, interconnecting
drainage canals were dug to drain overflowed lands
and convey the water eastward to the ocean.

The Effects of Change

Whenever changes are made to the natural surface
water drainage system, the quality of the water may be
degraded. Years ago, the potential impact on water
quality was not fully understood. The older drainage
systems provide for rapid removal of excess
stormwater during periods of heavy rains, as well as
for retaining water in the canals during dry times

to recharge drinking water wellfields. However,

the quality of the water in our drainage canals is
relatively poor.
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Sources and Types of Pollution

Untreated or poorly treated stormwater runoff
from agricultural and urban areas is the primary
source of pollution in our drainage systems.
Pollutants such as fertilizers, pesticides, bacteria,
and toxic heavy metals are carried into the water
bodies. Some sources of pollutants are oil from
parking lots and fertilizers and pesticides from
intensively maintained landscapes, golf courses
and farmlands.

Fish kills that occur soon after a heavy rainfall are
an example of how stormwater runoff impacts our
environment. Runoff which carries a significant
amount of nutrients (organic materials such as
grass clippings or fertilizers) into our waterways
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may stimulate excessive bacterial growth

which reduces the amount of dissolved oxygen
in the water, killing some species of fish.
Concern for the impact of pollution from
stormwater runoff extends beyond fish kills and
adverse wildlife impacts in our freshwater lakes
and canals. Pollutants are subsequently carried
into estuaries and the ocean, affecting fish,
shellfish, and fragile marine ecosystems such as
coral reefs.

Corrective Measures

Land development regulations adopted in 1982
help reduce pollution from stormwater runoff
from newly constructed residential and non-
residential developments. These regulations
require retention or detention of the initial
stormwater runoff, which carries the majority of
pollutants. Retention prevents stormwater
runoff from entering a receiving water body
while detention delays stormwater runoff from
entering a receiving water body. Pollutants are
removed from impounded stormwater through
oxidation, sedimentation and biological uptake
by plants and naturally occurring bacteria.
However, individual drainage systems serving
residential and non-residential developments
built prior to the early 1980s are not designed to
provide treatment for the initial runoff.
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