
Water Lesson 

Here you will learn why it is important to protect rivers, stormwater, & groundwater. 

There are three types of water we protect at the landfill: 

1. Waterways (rivers & streams) 
2. Stormwater (rain that runs across the ground) 
3. Groundwater (water deep underground) 

At the landfill, any liquid that touches garbage is leachate. Leachate is a mix of dirty liquids, or "garbage 
juice." It is different in every landfill because it depends on what trash the liquids touch. 

What is in leachate? It can be anything from harmless liquids in wasted food to toxic metals (like 
mercury) or pesticides. Since it has toxic or hazardous materials in the mix, leachate can be harmful to 
people, animals, & the environment. 

That is why we collect leachate in pipes at the landfill, & send it to the wastewater treatment plant 
(where water flushed down the sink & toilet goes) to be cleaned. 

Because liquid that touches trash is leachate, we secure trash daily with a cover (a large tarp rolled out 
of a machine, dirt, or spray-on cover). This reduces the chance for rain to come in contact with trash, & 
it keeps the trash from blowing around. 

Rainwater that falls on solid ground (such as dirt, grass, or street) is stormwater. As it travels across 
surfaces, it picks up oil, dirt, cigarette butts, or other things in its path. 

Stormwater travels across surfaces until it eventually soaks into the ground or flows into a waterway. If 
the stormwater picks up oil or chemicals in its path, that could dirty the water & the waterway it flows 
into. 

That's why we want stormwater to be clean before it enters a waterway such as a river. Stormwater can 
be cleaned with the help of surfaces that the water can soak into or travel through to remove oil, dirt, & 
other things we don't want in the water before it reaches a waterway. 

Stormwater can pool & soak into the surface of rain gardens. Rain gardens have plants in them with 
deep roots. The soil & plants help to naturally clean stormwater. 

Here is what an actual rain garden looks like at the East Side Recycling Center in Iowa City. 



 

Green roofs & walls help to clean stormwater with the help of gardens on building walls or roofs. Like 
rain gardens, these slow down stormwater which can prevent flooding during heavy rain events. 

At the landfill, we build berms, or long piles, of wood chips in areas where stormwater flows. The water 
soaks into the berms to be cleaned naturally before entering a nearby waterway. 

At the landfill, we pay close attention to groundwater, or water underground. Twice a year, we test 
groundwater by collecting samples from 70 wells.  

Each groundwater sample is tested to see if there are chemicals, heavy metals, or other substances in 
each sample. 

If a sample has a substance in it that is harmful, such as mercury, we have to fix the pollution problem. 
This could mean that there is a leak from the landfill into the water supply & the pollution source needs 
to be found. 

Why is it important to protect groundwater? Some of our drinking water comes from water 
underground, so we want to keep the water healthy to also keep the water drinkers, us, healthy. 

On windy days at the landfill, trash blows around when dumped out of trucks.  When this happens, we 
try to clean up this litter as soon as we can. We hire people to pick up litter, & we try to prevent litter 
with landfill covers daily. 



You can help, too! It is important to not litter as it can be harmful to our waterways. Litter can pollute & 
clog our waterways which hurts plants & animals. 

You can help, too! It is important to not flush "flushable wipes" down the toilet. This might seem odd as 
"flushable" is often on the label, but they should not be flushed. These wipes do not break down like 
toilet paper does which cause a lot of problems at our wastewater treatment plant. 

You can help, too! It is important to not pour hazardous materials down the sink or toilet drains. 
Examples are nail polish remover, household cleaners, paint, & lawn care chemicals. 

These can be very harmful to our waterways & environment. These items should be taken to the 
Hazardous Material Collection Facility at the Iowa City Landfill to be safely handled. 

So far, we've covered how to protect our water quality. It is also important to conserve, or save, water 
where & when we can. There are lots of ways to be smart about how we use water. 

You can conserve water by:  

• Turning off the water while you brush your teeth.  
• When washing your hands, turn off the water when soaping up your hands. 
• Shorten your shower time. 

Another way to think about this is to be smart about the "stuff" we use that took a lot of water to make, 
such as food. By eating the food that we buy (& not wasting it), we make sure all that water it took to 
make the food is also not wasted. 

Want to learn more? www.icgov.org/education  

 


