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City of Sunnyvale Community Fundraising  
Car Wash Events 

Keep Our 
Creeks Clean: 

Good 
Practices to 

Follow for Car 
Wash Fund 

Raising Events 

Don’t Let  Your 
Charitable 

Actions Cause 
Water  Pollution 
Problems in Our 
Creeks and the 

Bay! 

Car wash storm drain protection kits 
are available for use by nonprofit or-
ganizations.  They will be loaned out 
to groups on a first-come/first-served 
basis. 
 
To borrow a Car Wash Kit from the 
City of Sunnyvale Water Pollution 
Control Plant for your event, contact 
Environmental Division staff at : 

(408) 730-7260 or e-mail 
wpcp@ci.sunnyvale.ca.us 

 
Friendly City staff will also visit your 
site to assist you in finding the best 
location for setting up your event to 
collect the wash-water and pump it 
to either a landscaped area for infil-
tration or to a sanitary sewer line. 

Storm Drain Pollution Prevention 
Car Wash Kits Are Available for Non-

Profit Group Fund-Raising Events 

Groups holding car wash events 
as fundraisers should follow the 
practices listed in this brochure.   

Following these steps will help 
reduce pollution impacts on lo-
cal waterways and help your or-
ganization stay in compliance 
with the City’s storm water pol-
lution prevention requirements.   

We look forward to partnering 
with you in protecting the envi-
ronment through water pollu-
tion prevention efforts.    

 

 

 

 



The Water 
Even if soaps or de-
tergents are not 
used, the wash wa-
ter will pick up 
grease, oil, elements 
from brake linings, 
residues from ex-
haust fumes, rust, 
benzene and chro-
mium.  Adding de-
tergents may also 
add phenols, dyes, 
acids and ammonia to the mixture.  As that water 
flows across a driveway or parking lot, it will pick up 
more dirt and debris as well as heat up on a warm 
day.  In addition to containing pollutants, this heated 
water could raise the normal temperature of the 
creek it enters, causing problems for cold-water 
adapted fish such as salmon or steelhead trout.  

 Good Practices for  
Car Wash Fundraisers 

1. Before the car wash is held, set up a meeting with 
participants to explain the proper procedures to 
follow.   

2. Clean up/sweep up any debris or litter from the 
car washing area and dispose of it in the trash 
before washing begins.   

3. Select a site for washing where the water can 
either soak into grass or gravel or where wash 
water can be collected before it enters a storm 
drain and then pumped to nearby grassy areas or 
to the sanitary sewer (through a sink or drain).  
The City has car wash kits that can be loaned to 
nonprofit groups that will block a storm drain 
and help collect wash water so it can be pumped 
to landscaping or the sanitary sewer for dis-
charge. 

Car Washing Impacts 

When cars are 
washed, dirty water 
containing soaps or 
detergents, residues 
from exhaust fumes, 
gasoline, motor oil 
and heavy metals 
falls onto pavement, and flows into nearby storm 
drain inlets.  Water entering the storm drains, 
unlike the wastewater from our sinks, bathtubs 
and toilets, is not treated before being dis-
charged into our local creeks or the Bay.  A sin-
gle car being washed may have a small impact.  
However, with events such as car wash fundrais-
ers where many cars are washed in a localized 
area, a significant amount of water pollution is 
produced that can enter our creeks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Soap 
Soaps or detergents used, even “biodegradable” 
soaps, can harm fish and small invertebrate ani-
mals (e.g., worms, clams, and insects) that pro-
vide food for fish.  Soaps contain surfactants that 
may harm fish by destroying the external mucus 
layers that protects them from bacteria and 
parasites, and may also cause damage to its gills. 
Detergent concentrations of 5 parts per million 
(ppm) can kill fish eggs.  Detergent concentra-
tions as small as 2 ppm  lower the surface ten-
sion of water, allowing toxic chemicals such as 
pesticides, to be more easily absorbed by fish.   

Storm Drains Are Meant to Carry 
Rain, Not Soap and Pollutants 

4. Use only soaps or cleaners labeled “non-
toxic”, “phosphate-free” or “biodegradable”, 
which are usually vegetable-based or citrus-
based.  Do not use acid-based wheel cleaners 
or engine degreasers. 

5. You can minimize the amount of soapy wash 
water runoff by doing the following: 

• Use an adjustable nozzle on the hose that will 
shut off the flow of water. Turn off water 
when not in use to help conserve water. 

• Use the least amount of soap possible and put 
it in a bucket to make up soapy water for use 
with rags or sponges.  Do not add more soap 
directly to the rag or sponge.  Wring out rags 
or sponges into buckets, not onto the 
ground. 

• Empty buckets into 
the sanitary sewer 
system (e.g., sinks or 
toilets).  Don’t 
empty buckets of soapy or rinse water into 
the parking lot, street, gutter or storm drains.   

5. Only wash the exterior surface of the vehicle. 
Don’t wash the engine, undercarriage, or 
transmission area. 

6. Shake car mats into a trash can or vacuum 
them.  Don’t shake car mats onto the ground. 

7. Remember to clean up after the event.  Have 
volunteers walk the perimeter of the site to 
pick up any litter and dispose of  it properly. 

8. Before you let anything  go into the gut-
ter or storm drain, stop and think!  Dirty 
water from your car wash will be entering 
local creeks and the Bay without treatment. 
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