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A healthy, undisturbed landscape acts like a 
sponge by capturing, absorbing, and slowing the 
flow of water from the moment a raindrop lands 
on the ground.  Urban development, though, 
has dramatically impacted natural hydrologic 
systems by reducing the landscape’s absorptive 
capacity and introducing pollutants.

Figure 1-5: A thick layer of trees, shrubs, groundcovers, 
and grasses absorbs water before it reaches the soil 
surface or flows downstream.

Creeks and streams have 
developed over hundreds 
of years to handle the 
volume and velocity of the 
stormwater that typically 
reaches them.

The soil acts as a sponge, absorbing 
and filtering water when it reaches 
the ground

Rainwater filters through the
soil and into the water table,
replenishing aquifers

Trees release water back 
to the atmosphere through 
evapotranspiration

Rain drops stick 
to leaf surfaces

Roots soak up water.

Plants, rocks, sticks, and other 
surface materials slow water as it 
flows along the surface

Water pools on the landscape 
surface, slowly evaporating and 
soaking into the soil

PRE-URBAN DEVELOPMENT:  A Healthy Landscape
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