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ABSTRACT
Permeable pavements can reduce volumes and improve water quality of stormwater runoff by allowing water 
to infiltrate on its structure, easily integrating with other water control strategies in sustainable urban drain-
age systems. This solution is already well known, commercially available and referred to on many municipal 
 legislations. This literature review discuss the role of permeable pavements in urban drainage by analyzing 
the main results on full-scale tests, especially regarding runoff volume reduction and quality improvement. 
Research results and case studies reported in literature confirm both the feasibility and the benefits of the use of 
permeable pavements in urban areas, even though research is still required on some application issues.
Keywords: permeable pavement, SUDs, sustainability, urban drainage.

1 INTRODUCTION
As urbanization increases, the urban drainage system becomes gradually overloaded, with frequent 
spills to receiving water bodies of polluted water and uncontrolled flooding on critical areas. Upgrade 
or re-design the existing system is not an effective solution because it does not act on the causes. 
Instead, it is necessary strategies for urbanization reduction and ‘upstream’ stormwater control [1]. 
These strategies are aimed to reduce stormwater runoff mainly through water retention, detention 
and infiltration enhancement before inflow to the drainage system. The philosophy behind these 
measures is to restore a water cycle balance closest possible to the pre-development conditions and, 
at the same time, improve water quality and preserve biodiversity in the receiving water bodies. 
These measures are commonly referred as Stormwater Best Management Practice (BMPs) [2] and 
the resulting drainage systems as sustainable urban drainage systems (SUDs) [3] or low-impact 
development (LID) stormwater drainage systems [4]. In SUDs, several solutions are combined to 
achieve these aims, ranging from green roofs to detention ponds, according to urban constrains, 
social, economic and environmental issues [5].

Comparing to other solutions, permeable pavements are highly effective and easily applicable. 
They do not need additional space to act on reduction of surface runoff volume and they may be used 
both for direct water infiltration into the ground and for water retention and detention [2].

Another issue of interest on SUDs is water quality, considering that stormwater is related with 
non-punctual pollution which shows a more complex control and can often be the main source for 
stream pollution. Permeable pavement can enhance the water quality through mechanisms of 
 sedimentation, filtration, adsorption, biodegradation and volatilization, allowing nutrient, sludge, 
heavy metals and hydrocarbons removal [3].

Quality enhancement can promote also the reuse of water collected by permeable pavements, and 
in combination with photocatalytic cement they can also reduce air pollutants, improving also air 
quality [6].

Early studies on permeable pavements date from the 1970s and were mostly conducted on laboratory, 
normally using rainfall simulation [7]. The first full-scale tests were held starting at the 1980s as shown 
in Table 1. Those studies mostly evaluated the efficiency of pavements on reducing runoff volume 
and pollutants removal testifying its effectiveness as SUDs, as well as confirming locally its availabil-
ity. More details about the mentioned researches on Table 1 are mentioned thoroughly in the text.
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2 DEFINITION AND BACKGROUND
Permeable pavements must allow water to infiltrate; therefore, they show a high porosity structure 
with open and interconnected spaces where water and air can pass through. Infiltration must be fast 
enough to avoid the possibility of significant ponding for most rainfall events. Although they are 
often referred as porous pavements in literature, it is important to notice that all pavements present 
some level of porosity; thus, it is more accurate to use the terms permeable or pervious meaning that 
it is capable of being permeated by liquid or gas.

Various kinds of surfaces may be used for those pavements: concrete blocks, in placed pervious 
concrete, pervious asphalt, concrete grids, aggregates, grass, plastic grids, granular materials and 
loose decks [8]. The ones that provide vehicular support are concrete blocks used on permeable 
interlocking concrete pavement, in place pervious concrete and pervious asphalt.

The pavement base/sub-base is similar to the conventional one. The main difference is the aggre-
gate void rate, which must be such that it allows the base to perform as a water reservoir [37]. The 
high void content results on less strength; for that reason, permeable pavements are normally applied 
on areas with low volume traffic and with limited heavy vehicle loading [38].

3 RUNOFF VOLUME
The primary role of a permeable pavement is to reduce runoff volume and promote hydrograph 
attenuation. Therefore, this feature was considered on the majority of researches, mainly addressing 
the effect of the type of surface and structure on runoff coefficient, peak flow attenuation, quality 
(Table 1).

Results on runoff coefficient are reunited In Table 2 showing reduction when compared to tradi-
tional pavement that normally ranges between 0.90 and 1.00.

The full-scale tests mentioned in Table 2 recorded the results with different observation periods. 
Smith [9] obtained the results for 11 storm events, Pratt [11] initially observed the pavements during 
a 30-day period, noticing also a delay of many hours after the rainfall started, and later on Pratt and 
Mantle [12] recorded the results for 62 rainfall events. Acioli [24] monitored for a year a parking lot. 
Dreelin and Fowler [27] monitored the pavement installed over clay soil for a year after Bean and 
Hunt [23] observed lower infiltration rates on permeable pavements over clay soils when compared 
with sandy soils. 

Suda and Yamanaka [39] used a rainfall simulator over permeable interlocking concrete pavement 
with pervious concrete blocks. For the first 30 min of a 50 mm/h constant intensity rainfall, no runoff 
was observed.

Pagotto and Legret [16] tested a pervious asphalt pavement for a year, comparing results with 
those from a conventional asphalt pavement installed on the same site (Table 3). In this case, the 

Table 2: Runoff coefficient on permeable pavement full-scale tests.

Reference Types of pavement Runoff coefficient range

[9] Grid 0.00–0.35

[12] PICP 0.37–0.45
[22] Grid, PICP 0.00–0.03
[24] Grid 0.00–0.10
[27] Grid 0.00–0.26

PICP: permeable interlocking concrete pavement.
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pervious asphalt was installed over an impervious surface, therefore, could not be considered a fully 
permeable pavement. Runoff from pervious asphalt was 7825 m3/ha while conventional value 
5840 m3/ha, confirming the importance of a fully permeable base to reduce runoff. On the other side, 
the time lag between rainfall and runoff was higher for the pervious asphalt than for conventional 
asphalt (2:30 h versus 1:15 h). 

Most of the tests reported above were done mostly for research. Beeldens and Herrier [28], on the 
other hand, monitored 50 sites of existing pavements with up to 10 years of life (Table 4). Using a 

Table 3: Comparison on wearing course applied on highway [16].

Conventional (1995–1996) Pervious Asphalt (1997–1998)

Number of rain events 125 162

Total depth of rainwater (mm) 698 796
Total duration of events with  
runoff (h)

646 774

Flow volume (m3/ha) 5840 7825
Total duration of flow (h) 1108 1457
Mean of runoff coefficient 0.84 0.98
Mean of response time (h:min) 1:15 2:30

Table 4: Field measurements in Belgium [28].

Project
Type of  

pavement
Year of  

construction
Year of  

measurement

Surface  
permeability*  

(m/s) Notes

Shopping  
Centre  
Waasland,  
Sint-Niklaas

Pervious block 2003 2003 4.3 × 10–4 –

2005 7.6 × 10–5 Without filling  
the joints

2005 2.5 × 10–5 Filling the  
joints

De Panne Pervious block 1998 2004 1.69 × 10–4 –
Zuttendaal Enlarge joints 

block
2004 2004 1.03 × 10–3 –

Heist-op- 
den-Berg

– 2000 2004 4.4 × 10–4 –

Evergem – 2001 2004 2.38 × 10–5 Cleaned using  
high pressure  
after flooding  
with mud

*Using double-ring infiltrometer.
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double-ring infiltrometer, they found out acceptable overall performance on surface infiltration and 
storage capability, highlighting the importance of the base thickness and the subgrade soil infiltra-
tion rate.

Full-scale and fields tests provide also information for the development and calibration of 
 mathematical models. Schlüter and Jefferies [20] used the Erwin 3.0 rainfall-runoff model with 
adaptations to estimate the outflow volume from an existing permeable pavement in Edinburgh, 
Scotland, achieving acceptable agreement for both peak flow and volume. Qin and Li [40] used USA 
EPA’s SWMM for the simulation of permeable pavements and to investigate the impact of SUDs on 
a China development area. Sansalone and Raje [41] also used SWMM for simulation of permeable 
pavements on a Florida development area.

Elliott and Trowsdale [4] listed 40 models and reviewed 10 that were available and with sufficient 
information. None of these models were considered fully able to simulate all the features of 
 permeable systems and their use was suggested mainly for preliminary design at the planning level. 
Therefore, a gap between present modeling capabilities and engineering application needs was 
 identified.

4 RUNOFF QUALITY
In [11], it was analyzed the short- and long-term variations of pollutant concentration and masses in 
runoff from permeable pavements. Four different stones for the pavement base were tested in labora-
tory. Ten years of rainfall were simulated, with different results on the runoff water quality. For 
example, pH and alkalinity was reduced by using blast furnace slag, while reduction of hardness and 
lead discharge was achieved by using limestone. However, in long term, the effects of stone variation 
were reduced due to reduction of chemical degradation. Reduction of suspended solids in runoff was 
also reported, with concentration ranging from near 0 (zero) to 50 mg/L, while on an impermeable 
pavement fluctuate from 30 to 300 mg/L, with peaks of 1000 mg/L. Also fine sediments, organic 
material and lead accumulation through the pavement layers were analyzed. With small variations 
among the types of base, the larger part of sediments was trapped on the gravel layer above the geo-
textile. Later on, Pratt and Newman [42] studied the ability of the pavement to retain and treat 
petroleum-derived pollutants through microbial bio-degradation obtaining a 97.6% of efficiency, 
although they recommend care on the use of nutrients to avoid the risk of effluents eutrophication. 

The pollutants removal was also addressed by Legret and Colandini [14] using a pervious asphalt 
surface, pervious bitumen stabilized base, crushed stones sub-base and a geotextile above the sub-
grade. After analyzing 30 rainfall events and comparing results from a nearby impermeable 
pavement, the permeable pavement showed a decrease of about 64% in suspended solids and 79% 
in lead concentration. After 4 years, the structure of the pavement was analyzed, revealing that the 
micropollutants tend to accumulate on the pervious asphalt and the geotextile level, while contami-
nation of the soil was not observed. 

A similar test was done by Legret and Colandini [15], observing a reduction of suspended solids, 
Pb, Cu, Cd and Zn in pavement runoff. Samples extracted from the pavement structure and from the 
soil below showed that metals are mainly retained on the pervious asphalt and that the soil did not 
show signs of contamination after 8 years (Fig. 1).

Kirkpatrick et al. [48] discussed the role of the geotextile on the pollutants removal, reporting that 
a 93.1% hydrocarbons removal was achieved without the use of geotextile. Also in Dierkes and 
Kuhlmann [18], the tests conducted with pervious concrete permeable interlocking concrete pave-
ment showed that most of the heavy metals were trapped on the upper layer of the pervious concrete 
blocks. Mullaney and Rikalainen [43] arrived at the same conclusion reporting that up to 60% of 
metals were trapped on the upper layers, with or without geotextile.
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Instead of analyzing the water outflow, Morgenroth and Buchan [35] analyzed the soil below 
25 sites with different surfaces: no pavement, conventional pavement and permeable pavement. 
They observed that permeable pavements may alter physical and chemical characteristics of soils, 
with a potential impact on vegetation. Particularly, alterations on soil pH, with effects on soil solubil-
ity, and on metals’ concentration, with a reduction of Al, Fe and Mg and an increase of Na. The 
effects were dependent upon soil initial conditions.

Although the mentioned studies were mainly focused on physical–chemical pollutants, the effect 
of microorganism must also be taken into account. For instance, fecal pollution can cause health 
risks by affecting water sources and also economical loss, e.g. by beaches closures [44]. In [45], it is 
reported that the use of permeable interlocking concrete pavement combined with titanium dioxide 
on a laboratory experiment was able to completely remove from runoff Escherichia coli, total 
 coliforms and fecal Streptococci through photocatalytic reaction.

In literature, some models have been proposed for the simulation of the effects of permeable 
 pavements on water quality. The already mentioned SWMM can be also used to model runoff qual-
ity [40,41,46]. Imteaz and Ahsan [47] analyzed the accuracy of the Model of Urban Stormwater 
Improvement Conceptualization (MUSIC) by comparing the results with field measurements. They 
observed that the model overestimates the runoff reduction and consequently also the pollutants 
removal, suggesting that physically based models should be used to achieve a better accuracy.

5 DESIGN LIFE AND MAINTENANCE
Although permeable pavements usually shows good performances, there is a concern on efficiency 
loss during their design life due to clogging. After testing a number of pavements using an infiltro-
meter, Borgwardt [48] concluded that after 20 years a permeable pavement could lose 80% of its 
initial infiltration rate. Several other studies demonstrate that sediments are usually trapped on the 
upper layers; thus, remedial work would concentrate there [11,15,18,19,43]. 

Pratt [11] affirmed that paving blocks would show an advantage on maintenance, because in that 
case it consists only in removing the joint material and the bedding layer, while monolithic surfaces 

Figure 1:  Comparison between mean pollutant loads after 8 years of operation using pervious  
asphalt [15].
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might require reinstallation. For instance, after 9 years of use, Jabur [25] conducted single-ring infil-
trometer tests on the same pavement studied by Acioli [24] observing that the pervious asphalt was 
almost fully clogged while the concrete grids was still functional. Also, on an full-scale experiment 
in Calgary, Canada, Van Duin and Brown [29] observed that after 10 months of use the pervious 
asphalt was completely clogged, probably due to winter sand and traffic load, and even maintenance 
using vacuum sweeping could not increase infiltration. On the other hand, the portion of the pave-
ment with permeable interlocking concrete pavement showed improvement after maintenance by 
removing the clogging material from joints. The author commented that modification on the mix 
design of the pervious asphalt could improve its performance.

On a field test conducted by Dierkes and Kuhlmann [18], the infiltration capacity was measured 
using a drip-infiltrometer before and after cleaning using a high-pressure cleaner with direct vacuum 
suction. Before remedial works, all points showed an infiltration capacity below 1mm/(s ha), much 
lower than the 270 l/(s ha) required by local law. However, after maintenance the infiltration capacity 
reached values between 1545 l/(s ha) and 5276 l/(s ha). On the work of Pellizzari [26], maintenance 
was held on the permeable pavement mentioned on Acioli [24], using a pressure jet cleaning machine, 
manual, and also obtained an increasing on infiltration (Fig. 2).

Using an adaptation of a soil infiltration test, the double-ring infiltrometer, Bean and Hunt [23] 
analyzed the surface infiltration on 27 paved sites with ages ranging from 6 months to 20 years, on 
initial conditions and after maintenance. The average infiltration for permeable interlocking concrete 
pavement with enlarged joints was 8.0 cm/h. After maintenance, it reached on average 2000 cm/h on 
sites without soil disturbance and 61 cm/h on others. Analyzing the physical mechanisms of  clogging, 
Yong and McCarthy [49] punctuated the need for modeling of biological processes.

6 EVALUATION
For practical matters, it becomes essential to have both an accurate and simple method to evaluate 
the permeable pavement performance, especially to obtain municipality acceptance. The first issue 

Figure 2:  Infiltration rate before and after maintenance [18,26]. *PICP: permeable interlocking 
concrete pavement.

Exeter
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is to evaluate the infiltration rate [50]. Common in soil classification, a soil that shows an infiltration 
rate above 4.10 cm/s is considered having good permeability [51]. A permeable pavement, thus, 
should present a similar range to behave as a permeable soil [52]. In Germany, it is required that 
permeable pavements have an infiltration coefficient above 2.7 × 10–5 m/s [18]. 

The infiltration rate is directly obtained in soils by in place tests or using a constant or variable 
head permeameter or indirectly by size distribution analysis [51]. Bean and Hunt [23] adjusted a soil 
test method for permeable pavements, which was used as a base for the draft of ASTM [53]. This 
method has been reviewed by Smith and Earley [54] and Li and Kayhanian [55], who also analyzed 
the test method by the National Center for Asphalt Technology (NCAT). They both attested the 
effectiveness of the [53] test method. The test method was successfully applied on field tests by 
Borst [34], Marchioni and Silva [52] and Jabur [25], confirming its simple operation and accurate 
results.

7 CONCLUSION
Test results reported in literature confirm the effectiveness of permeable pavements in SUDs, for 
runoff volume reduction and pollutants removal from stormwater in urban areas, and their use should 
be encouraged.

To guarantee good performances, the pavement design must consider both mechanical and 
 hydrological features. Particularly, it is important to consider a proper permeability through the 
entire structure, providing surface material with good infiltration rate, an open-graded base and 
 considering the infiltration rate of the subgrade soil.

The base should have a high void content to behave as a reservoir while still provide the necessary 
mechanical strength. Even though clogging may occur, permeable pavements can regain acceptable 
infiltration rates through maintenance. To extend the design life, it is important to guarantee the 
characteristics of the surface layer and observe the adjacent areas.

Although there are a number of models for stormwater simulation and management, there is still 
the need of a set of more specific modeling tools that are able to link all the main issues related to 
permeable pavement application, as outflow volume, pollutants removal, mechanical performance 
and design life aspects. Finally, theoretical and experimental research is also needed to improve their 
performances and applicability, especially for roads with heavy traffic loads.
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