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What Do You 
Need To Know? 
 

 

A Guide to Car Washing 
and Stormwater Management  
in the City of  Portsmouth 

So You Want 
To Wash a 
Car... 

Do You Know the Impact of Car 
Washing on Our Rivers and Bay? 

When we wash the grime off our cars, it flows 

down the street and into the storm drain. This  

runoff carries soap, sediment, oil, and grease. 

Once the runoff gets into the storm drainage 

piping system, it directly discharges without 

treatment into the nearest lake, river, harbor, or 

bay. This makes the fish very unhappy. 

 
Why Does It Matter?  

Polluted stormwater can harm fish, wildlife and 

plants, and it can even contaminate drinking 

water.  The U. S. Environmental Protection 

Agency estimates that at least 50% of our 

nation's water pollution is caused by polluted 

stormwater runoff! If every vehicle (some 2.3 

million)  in the U.S. was washed once a month 

with 25 gallons of water (5 buckets), over 70.5 

billion gallons of polluted water could enter the 

stormwater system every year.  You can help! 

Use the tips provided in this brochure to help 

ensure that our waterways remain clean. 
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REPORT   

VIOLATIONS! 
 

If you see runoff from a mobile car 

wash discharging into the street or 

roadside gutters, ditches, or drain-

age inlets, CALL  393-8666.   



 
   Car Washes...At Home and 

Volunteer/Charity 

 

Washing personal vehicles at home or at a 

volunteer/charity event is not regulated. Thus, 

runoff from these activities does not need to be 

captured by  recycling or catchment devices. 

Even so, there are several easy ways to help 

reduce stormwater pollution while you work: 
 

If possible, use a commercial car wash.  

Commercial car washes have recycling systems 

or  discharge to the City’s sanitary sewer system, 

which goes to a treatment plant.  
 

Wash your car on gravel, grass, or other 

permeable surfaces. These surfaces serve as a 

filter or a sponge, trapping pollutants from the 

wash water.  
 

Block off the storm drain inlets during charity 

car wash events or use an inlet  insert to catch 

wash water.  
 

Divert soapy water from car washes into a 

sanitary sewer drain. If this is not feasible,  

divert car wash water onto grass or landscaping 

to provide filtration.  
 

Use hoses with nozzles that automatically turn 

off when left unattended.  
 

Use only biodegradable soaps.  

 

Using these simple rules at home and for charity 

events helps keep a clean and healthy living 

environment. This is not only good for us and 

future generations, it makes for happy fish!  
 

 City Stormwater Ordinance  

 

   Commercial Car Washes… 
The Best Option 

 

Wash water generated by commercial car 

washes must be collected by a proper  

recycling or catchment device, or it must be 

diverted into the sanitary sewer system, but 

only after the wash water passes through an 

underground oil/water separator.    

 

Additionally, the building or bay must be 

constructed of either brick or block and its 

drain must not be exposed to the weather. By 

using these techniques, permanent car washes 

prevent wash water from entering the 

stormwater system, thereby protecting 

receiving waterways. 

 

Always consider using a commercial car wash 

as your first alternative.  Trading a few dollars 

for a healthy stormwater system is one deal 

that everyone can live with. 

   Mobile Car Washes… 
Illegal or Not? 

 

A mobile car wash is a  for-profit car-washing 

operation using vehicle mounted or other 

portable equipment that is conducted at multiple 

sites, rather than from a permanent location. 

 

Mobile car washes are legal in Portsmouth 

ONLY if they have:  

 

Proper recycling or catchment devices to 

ensure that no wash water drains into the 

City’s stormwater system, 

A means to properly dispose of the collected 

wash water.  

 

To operate a mobile car wash, follow these  

steps to get your business license: 

 

1. Obtain recycling or catchment equipment, 

which may be truck-mounted or stand-alone 

devices.  

2. Obtain written permission from a business 

willing and authorized to accept your  wash 

water. 

3. Obtain approval from the City’s Stormwater 

Administrator, in Public Works, for the 

devices and disposal site. Call 393-8666. 

4. Obtain a business license from the City’s 

Commissioner of the Revenue. 

 

Mobile car washes that do not follow these 

requirements are ILLEGAL; violators may be  

fined up to $1,000 with possible jail time.  

Violators may also be responsible for any 

damages  caused by their discharge. 


