
 

 

 

Article 3 of World Water Week 2017 Series 

 

Does it matter if the rainwater coming off your roof goes down your 

sewer drain? 
 

Have you ever wondered why there are low 

concrete walls around the drains that collect 

waste water from your bathroom and kitchen? 

These surrounds are installed to stop rain water 

entering your domestic sewer drain. We have 

two systems – a sewer system and a storm 

water system. The sewer system takes sewage 

to a waste water treatment works where it is 

treated and returned to rivers. The water that 

comes out of the sky when it rains should not 

enter this system. The water must be directed 

either into our gardens where it can soak away 

naturally, or into a storm water drain. A storm 

water drain, unlike a sewer drain, carries storm 

water directly to rivers, without any treatment.  

Why does it matter if storm water enters the sewer 

system? Picture your sewer system. Our municipal 

sanitation engineers will have calculated the expected 

flow of water passing through the system in dry and wet 

weather. They will have used this estimate so specify the 

design of the system, from the size of the pipes to the 

chemical dosage regime at the treatment works. If the 

volume of water entering the sewer system in a rain 

storm is much higher than the system was designed for, 

problems arise. The sewer pipes can’t manage the 

volume and sewage can burst out of manholes, polluting 

buildings, streets and rivers.  The excess 

inflow sewage can also flood the waste 

water treatment works. Waste water 

treatment works are built next to rivers 

because they discharge treated effluent 

into rivers. When the treatment works 

gets flooded, sewage passes through too 

quickly and sewage that has only been 

partially treated gets spilled into rivers. 

This kills the life in the river and creates a 

health hazard for humans.  

 

Downpipe from house roof correctly spilling water onto 

paving and not into the sewer drain. A concrete surround 

has been installed to keep rain water out of the sewer 

drain. 

 

Sewage bursting out of a manhole and 

running down into the Constantiaspruit in 

east Pretoria, in the heavy rains of February, 

2017 

 

 



 

 

What are the different ways that storm water can get into the sewer system? Some builders do not 

understand the difference between the two systems – the sewer system and storm water system – 

and incorrectly connect the downpipes that carry rain water from the roof into a sewer drain.  Some 

builders do not slope the paving correctly to take the rainwater away from sewer drains, or do not 

put in adequate sewer drain surrounds. Tree roots can also damage sewer pipes. If you plant a tree 

close to the sewer pipes, the roots can block or break the pipes, allowing storm water to get in and 

sewage to leak out. The risk is higher if the tree has an aggressive root system. Water can also get in 

to the sewer system if any rodding eyes or manholes on your property are cracked or don’t fit 

properly, creating openings for rain water to get in.  

The flooding of sewer infrastructure is a problem 

that is increasing with urbanisation. In rural areas, 

storm water mostly soaks into the soft ground and is 

transported slowly to rivers. In urban areas, the 

ground is covered by hard surfaces – roofs, paving 

and roads. Falling water runs off these hard surfaces 

very quickly and if the sewer system allows the rain 

and ground water to get in, pipes and waste water 

treatment works can quickly get flooded.  

Is storm water ingress, as it is called, a big problem in 

the City of Tshwane? The City of Tshwane Water and 

Sanitation Division has found that the amount of 

water flowing through the sewer system during a 

rain storm can be three times the normal dry 

weather flow. By studying their incident records and 

reports of home and business inspections, they 

concluded that the prime cause of storm water 

entering the sewer system was downpipes from gutters being wrongly connected into sewer drains.  

It is against the law for storm water or any substance other than sewage to be discharged into a 

sewer drain.1  

If you are planning a building project, choose a builder or plumber who is qualified, experienced, and 

knows and adheres to the building regulations. That way you will save yourself possible sewer 

problems or storm water drainage problems and you will be contributing to a safe and healthy 

environment for all of us in the City of Tshwane.   

…………………………………………………………………… 

This article is the third in a series of articles to mark World Water Week 2017. The articles form part 
of activities organised by the Moreleta-Pienaars Water Week 2017 Celebrations Committee, which 
includes representatives from the following organisations:  

 JNF Walter Sisulu Environmental Centre 

 Adopt Moreletaspruit Forum 

 Umkariso Women in Water Co-operative 

 Department of Water and Sanitation 

 City of Tshwane 

 Community Colours 

                                                           
1
 City of Tshwane Water and Sanitation Newsletter Issue No 4. Negative effects of rainwater entering the 

sewer system. 

Storm water running off the road into a storm 

water canal just south of Lynwood Road, in the 

heavy rains of late February. The canal 

channels the water into a tributary of the 

Hartbeesspruit.

 


