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City of St. Louis Sustainable Neighborhood Initiative

DESCRIPTION
A permeable surface is one made from materials that allow stormwater to 
move through the surface and soak into the ground. Permeable surfaces 
can replace current hard surfaces like parking lots, alleys, driveways, 
patios, and compacted soils. Permeable surfaces can be permeable 
paving, rain gardens, green spaces, porous concrete, pervious asphalt, 
or another material. They reduce the negative impacts of paved surfaces, 
including urban heat island effect, poor air quality, stormwater runoff, 
ÁRRGLQJ��ZDWHU�SROOXWLRQ��QRQ�DEVRUSWLRQ�RI�JURXQGZDWHU��DQG�FRQWLQXDO�
long-term maintenance while creating new community public spaces. 

NEIGHBORHOOD BENEFITS
Environmental

• Reduced urban heat island effect, air pollution, water pollution, 
VWRUPZDWHU�UXQRII��ULVN�RI�ÁRRGLQJ��DQG�ORQJ�WHUP�PDLQWHQDQFH�FRVW

• Increased biodiversity, urban habitat, tree canopy cover, ground 
ZDWHU� DEVRUSWLRQ�� DQG� EHDXWLÀFDWLRQ�� LI� XVLQJ� ODQGVFDSLQJ� DQG�
greenspace

Social
• Reduced blight from abandoned or poor condition parking lots
• New neighborhood public space, garden, or landscape
• Reduced crime and improved safety and neighborhood appear-

ance
• Opportunity for residents to reconnect with nature

Economic
• Reduced cost of maintaining vacant or underused lots
• Improved neighborhood appearance, safety, and value with 

reduced vacancy and underuse

RELATED TOOLS
When paired with other tools, creating more permeable surfaces can 
contribute to a safer, healthier, and more beautiful neighborhood. 
Think about neighborhood greening, community gardens, bike hubs, 
rain gardens, and bioswales. Try combining permeable surfaces with: 

• Establish a Community Garden or Local Food Installation
• Start a Bike Share or Bike Hub
• Install Rain Gardens or Bioswales
• Use Native Plants for Habitat or Biodiversity 

EXAMPLES
Parking Lot at Missouri Botanical Garden, St. Louis, MO
7KH�SDUNLQJ�ORW�ZDV�SDYHG�ZLWK�JUDVV�SDYHUV�WR�DOORZ�ZDWHU�LQÀOWUDWLRQ��

City of St. Louis Permeable Pavement Alley Pilot Study, St. Louis, MO
In 2007, the city repaved 3 alleys with permeable pavement.

McKinley Meadows, St. Louis, MO
A polluted vacant lot is turned into an edible urban forest.  

CONVERT HARDSCAPE AREAS TO PERVIOUS SURFACES

Volunteers helping Depave a Parking lot. DePave.org

Native rain gardens in Citygarden

Geyer alley pilot project, St. Louis, MO

Sustainable Backyard Home Tour, St. Louis, MO
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City of St. Louis Sustainability

For the most current examples, updated tools, 
and information, visit the City’s Sustainable 
Neighborhood Initiative website: 

SUSTAINABLENEIGHBORHOOD.NET

RELATED SUSTAINABILITY PLAN CATEGORIES
This tool supports the following goals and 
strategies:

Urban Character, Vitality & Ecology
Strategies: C1-Design public spaces and 
neighborhood streets as gathering spaces 
for people; C4-Improve school yards, 
SOD\JURXQGV�� ÀHOGV�� DQG� J\PV� IRU� SK\VLFDO�
activity; H3-Provide special lot-purchasing 
programs and encourage creative temporary 
or permanent land uses. H4-Continue to 
remove site contamination and promote 
EURZQÀHOG� UHGHYHORSPHQW�� +��(QKDQFH�
FRPPXQLW\� FOHDQLQJ� DQG� EHDXWLÀFDWLRQ�
efforts. 

Health, Well-Being & Safety
Strategies: B6-Remediate and redevelop 
contaminated land.

Infrastructure, Facilities & Transportation
Strategies: E2-Incorporate green infrastructure 
practices; E3-Use pilot projects to explore ways 
to achieve net zero stormwater discharge; 
E6-Raise awareness of storm/waste water 
impacts through education and outreach 
programs. 

Native plant garden on vacant lot in Forest Park Southeast

GET STARTED

1. Choose a Site Determine which hard or impervious surfaces you want 
to recreate or talk to some property owners to see if they are inter-
ested in participating in this kind of project. If you have a vacant 
site in mind, you’ll need to contact the St. Louis LRA about obtain-
ing the property or doing any kind of work on the property. If work-
ing in the public right of way with alleys, parking spaces, or streets, 
work with the Street Department and the Board of Public Service.

2. Choose Materials Use the resources of the Metropolitan Sewer Dis-
trict (MSD) or the Permeable Pavement Alley Pilot Study to deter-
mine what kind of permeable surface will be most appropriate for 
your project: Pervious concrete, porous asphalt, permeable inter-
locking concrete pavements, or grass pavers. 

3. Considerations If you are working with a site that will become a 
public space after renovation, DePave, a Portland,Oregon-based 
organization, has been spearheading projects and their website 
offers many case studies and an indepth how-to guide for com-
pleting this kind of project. You will need to consider:
• What kind of space are you making? It can be a community 

JDUGHQ��DQ�HGXFDWLRQDO�JDUGHQ�DW�D�VFKRRO��D�ÁRZHU�RU�SRO-
linator garden, a bioswale, or another kind of place. 

• Who will be responsible for the long term maintenance of the 
new place? If it is public, will it be a park? You should coordi-
nate with your neighborhood association and the City Parks 
Department for proper planning process. If it is on private prop-
erty, that owner would be responsible for maintenance, liabil-
ity, and security. 

The how-to guide addresses other issues like site planning, soil qual-
ity, food growing options, permitting, the construction day, volun-
teers, and more. 

4. Fund Funding for these kinds of projects may be available through 
grants, competitions, or community fund-raisers. Contact your 
neighborhood association for help. 

5. Get Permits When doing construction, you will need permits from the city, 
so contact the Building Permits Division or the Demolition Permits Division. 

6. Install Construction can be a community building experience with 
volunteers and other residents installing permeable surfaces. Ex-
perts may be needed, so coordinate beforehand with material 
vendors. Contact MSD and professional installers if creating a rain 
garden or bioswale. Work with the contractors of those companies 
to schedule construction. Before you begin construction, carefully 
organize your workday participants and volunteers. Make sure ev-
eryone has a role, is using proper safety equipment, and you have 
the proper scale of demolition and construction equipment. Be-
fore you dig, call the Missouri One Call System to have them locate 
underground utility lines. 

7. Dispose of Waste Recycle your demolition materials. Concrete can 
be reused and asphalt can be recycled. 

8. Clean Site If you plan to grow food, you will need to prepare the 
soil for planting. Details about this are also in the Depave How-
to Guide��:KHQ�\RX�DUH� UHDG\�WR�SODQW�\RX�FDQ�ÀQG� LQIRUPDWLRQ�
about native plants, rain gardens, and bioswales from those re-
spective tools. 


