
How do SUDS principles apply to YOU? 
SUDS principles work best if they are applied to the 
urban water cycle early on. The following are examples 
that we can all implement in our homes and businesses. 
Cumulatively, they can make a big difference:

•	 Minimise	hardened	surfaces,	and	allow	rainwater	to	
sink into the ground rather than running straight off, 
by using gravel, grass blocks, lawn or porous paving 
as parking areas and driveways, directing gutters 
into flower beds, lawns or water tanks instead of 
into drains. Reducing run-off means less pollution 
because stormwater is the main transporter of various 
contaminants to rivers, wetlands and coastal areas.

•	 Don’t	add	to	the	pollution	load.	Sources	of	pollution	
from your home could include fertilisers, paddocks, 
pools, car-washing soaps, pet waste, car oils and paint 
products.  If these enter the stormwater system, they 
will end up in your nearest river or wetland.

Find out more
The City of Cape Town has a number of guidelines, bylaws 
and policies that encourage the adoption of WSUD and, 
particularly, SUDS solutions for many typical urban water 
cycle challenges. Notably, these concepts have been 
incorporated into the Cape Town Spatial Development 
Framework (2012).
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Rivers are at the mercy of their catchments. 
What happens in the catchment affects the river, its wetlands, 
estuary and even the near-shore coastal environment. 

Understanding the importance of this concept has led the  
City of Cape Town to embrace the principles of SUDS –sustainable 
urban drainage systems – and to promote them throughout Cape 
Town.

WSUD and SUDS in Cape Town
Water-sensitive urban design (WSUD) is just one component of 
‘“Ecologically Sustainable Development”. 

WSUD is an approach that draws together all aspects of the 
urban water cycle, from water supply to wastewater treatment 
and stormwater management. It aims to protect the environment 
and reduce wastage, flooding and pollution.

Within this framework, stormwater management is achieved 
through the use of SUDS. The figures below on the left 
demonstrate how SUDS can play a role in making the urban 
water cycle more sustainable.

What is meant by SUDS?
SUDS are a sequence of water management practices and 
facilities designed to drain surface water in a manner that will 
provide a more sustainable approach than what has been the 
conventional practice of routing run-off through pipes or canals 
to watercourses. 

SUDS practices involve preventing pollution and reducing the 
effects of catchment hardening at the source. This includes 
practices such as responsible waste management, rain harvesting, 
and creating areas where rainwater can sink into the ground 
rather than run into pipes.

SUDS facilities are actual structures (e.g. swales, treatment 
wetlands and detention ponds) that help to remove pollutants 
and reduce downstream flooding effects.

SUDS principles
SUDS aim to mimic natural hydrological regimes by improving 
the quality, volumes and rates of stormwater run-off and 
encouraging infiltration to replenish groundwater.  
Key SUDS principles are as follows:

•  To protect and enhance urban aquatic habitat and biodiversity 
– Natural systems in a healthy condition function better than 
unhealthy ones, are more resilient to disturbance,and also 
provide a measure of resilience against climate change.

• To integrate stormwater management with the landscape–
Urban stormwater drainage systems, which in Cape Town 
include	rivers	and	wetlands,	should	form	part	of	the	city’s	
green open spaces.

• To improve water quality–SUDS approaches encourage the 
use of well-designed systems, such as permeable paving, 
vegetated buffer strips, swales, rain gardens and constructed 
wetlands,either to prevent pollutants from passing into aquatic 
environments, or to remove them from stormwater run-off as 
close to the pollution source as possible.

• To reduce run-off and peak flows– SUDS measures also aim to 
reduce the magnitude of floods, thus lessening their harmful 
effects and protecting river channels from destabilisation and 
erosion. 

• To reduce costs and add value – By controlling flooding and 
improving water quality, cleansing and flood attenuation costs 
are reduced, while urban areas also gain amenities such as 
attractive rivers and vleis.  

SUDS and big developments
The	City’s	Management	of	Urban	Stormwater	Impacts	Policy	
requires new developments above a certain size to use SUDS 
principles in their design to manage their stormwater 
run-off on-site.  

Any water passing out of a development area must not flow 
faster or at greater volumes than before development. They also 
have to include measures to encourage infiltration and to reduce 
water pollution.

Responsible waste management.

Permeable	paving

Swale and detention pond.
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Figure 1: Natural hydrological system
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Figure 2: Stormwater management approach with 
little regard for the natural environment.

Figure 3: Responsible approach to stormwater management.
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Figure 3: Responsible approach to stormwater 
management (SUDS).


