
Background

Vegetated swales are shallow, open  
channels with gently sloping sides that 
remove pollutants from storm water  
by physically straining and filtering it  
through vegetation and soils within the 
channel. Densely planted vegetation or 
grasses within the channel also serve  
to slow storm water runoff  and  
encourage infiltration into underlying 
soils. Vegetated swales can serve as 
conveyance for storm water in place of  
traditional curbs and gutters; however, 
the primary objective of  a vegetated 
swale is water filtration.

Vegetated swales are effective  
for removing:

 Total Suspended Solids (TSS)
 Sediment
 Oil and grease
 Organics
 Metals
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Site Assessment

Ideal sites for vegetated swales include street 
right-of-ways and along borders or medians of  
parking lots. As the primary goal of  a vegetated 
swale is to filter surface water, existing soils 
should allow for adequate infiltration but are not 
required to be enhanced with soil amendments 
for increased permeability, nor do they require 
check dams to control flow like bioswales.  
In fact, storm drain inlets within a vegetated 
swale should be flush with the soil surface to 
avoid excessive ponding. In addition, planting 
a vegetated swale with native plants offers a 
greater opportunity to filter and slow runoff  
compared with a grass swale.
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To access the complete San Diego Low Impact Development Design Manual, visit: 
sandiego.gov/stormwater/pdf/lidmanual.pdf

To access the Storm Water Design Standards Manual, visit:  
sandiego.gov/development-services/news/pdf/stormwatermanual.pdf

To report storm water pollution, call (619) 235-1000  
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Vegetated Swales 
Background 
Vegetated swales are shallow, open channels with gently sloping sides that remove pollutants from storm 
water by physically straining and filtering it through vegetation and soils within the channel.  Densely 
planted vegetation or grasses within the channel also serve to slow storm water runoff and encourage 
infiltration into underlying soils.  Vegetated swales can serve as conveyance for storm water in place of 
traditional curbs and gutters; however, the primary objective of a vegetated swale is water filtration.   
 
Vegetated swales are effective for removing 

 Total Suspended Solids (TSS) 
 Sediment 
 Oil and grease 
 Organics 
 Metals 

 
Site Assessment 
Ideal sites for vegetated swales include street right-of-ways and along borders or medians of parking lots. 
As the primary goal of a vegetated swale is to filter surface water, existing soils should allow for adequate 
infiltration but are not required to be enhanced with soil amendments for increased permeability, nor do 
they require check dams to control flow like bioswales.  In fact, storm drain inlets within a vegetated 
swale should be flush with the soil surface to avoid excessive ponding.  In addition, planting a vegetated 
swale with native plants offers a greater opportunity to filter and slow runoff compared with a grass 
swale.  
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Diagram missing elements: 

 

Remove Underground utilities logo from diagram and description from list.  All the elements require this 
so no need to call it out on just this one. 

Remove Topography logo from diagram and description from the list.  The description is for bioswales, 
not vegetated swales. 

Existing Soil 

 

 

Vegetated Swales 
Background 
Vegetated swales are shallow, open channels with gently sloping sides that remove pollutants from storm 
water by physically straining and filtering it through vegetation and soils within the channel.  Densely 
planted vegetation or grasses within the channel also serve to slow storm water runoff and encourage 
infiltration into underlying soils.  Vegetated swales can serve as conveyance for storm water in place of 
traditional curbs and gutters; however, the primary objective of a vegetated swale is water filtration.   
 
Vegetated swales are effective for removing 

 Total Suspended Solids (TSS) 
 Sediment 
 Oil and grease 
 Organics 
 Metals 

 
Site Assessment 
Ideal sites for vegetated swales include street right-of-ways and along borders or medians of parking lots. 
As the primary goal of a vegetated swale is to filter surface water, existing soils should allow for adequate 
infiltration but are not required to be enhanced with soil amendments for increased permeability, nor do 
they require check dams to control flow like bioswales.  In fact, storm drain inlets within a vegetated 
swale should be flush with the soil surface to avoid excessive ponding.  In addition, planting a vegetated 
swale with native plants offers a greater opportunity to filter and slow runoff compared with a grass 
swale.  
 

Back 

Diagram missing elements: 

 

Remove Underground utilities logo from diagram and description from list.  All the elements require this 
so no need to call it out on just this one. 

Remove Topography logo from diagram and description from the list.  The description is for bioswales, 
not vegetated swales. 

Existing Soil 

 

 

Vegetated Swales 
Background 
Vegetated swales are shallow, open channels with gently sloping sides that remove pollutants from storm 
water by physically straining and filtering it through vegetation and soils within the channel.  Densely 
planted vegetation or grasses within the channel also serve to slow storm water runoff and encourage 
infiltration into underlying soils.  Vegetated swales can serve as conveyance for storm water in place of 
traditional curbs and gutters; however, the primary objective of a vegetated swale is water filtration.   
 
Vegetated swales are effective for removing 

 Total Suspended Solids (TSS) 
 Sediment 
 Oil and grease 
 Organics 
 Metals 

 
Site Assessment 
Ideal sites for vegetated swales include street right-of-ways and along borders or medians of parking lots. 
As the primary goal of a vegetated swale is to filter surface water, existing soils should allow for adequate 
infiltration but are not required to be enhanced with soil amendments for increased permeability, nor do 
they require check dams to control flow like bioswales.  In fact, storm drain inlets within a vegetated 
swale should be flush with the soil surface to avoid excessive ponding.  In addition, planting a vegetated 
swale with native plants offers a greater opportunity to filter and slow runoff compared with a grass 
swale.  
 

Back 

Diagram missing elements: 

 

Remove Underground utilities logo from diagram and description from list.  All the elements require this 
so no need to call it out on just this one. 

Remove Topography logo from diagram and description from the list.  The description is for bioswales, 
not vegetated swales. 

Existing Soil 

 

 

Vegetated Swales 
Background 
Vegetated swales are shallow, open channels with gently sloping sides that remove pollutants from storm 
water by physically straining and filtering it through vegetation and soils within the channel.  Densely 
planted vegetation or grasses within the channel also serve to slow storm water runoff and encourage 
infiltration into underlying soils.  Vegetated swales can serve as conveyance for storm water in place of 
traditional curbs and gutters; however, the primary objective of a vegetated swale is water filtration.   
 
Vegetated swales are effective for removing 

 Total Suspended Solids (TSS) 
 Sediment 
 Oil and grease 
 Organics 
 Metals 

 
Site Assessment 
Ideal sites for vegetated swales include street right-of-ways and along borders or medians of parking lots. 
As the primary goal of a vegetated swale is to filter surface water, existing soils should allow for adequate 
infiltration but are not required to be enhanced with soil amendments for increased permeability, nor do 
they require check dams to control flow like bioswales.  In fact, storm drain inlets within a vegetated 
swale should be flush with the soil surface to avoid excessive ponding.  In addition, planting a vegetated 
swale with native plants offers a greater opportunity to filter and slow runoff compared with a grass 
swale.  
 

Back 

Diagram missing elements: 

 

Remove Underground utilities logo from diagram and description from list.  All the elements require this 
so no need to call it out on just this one. 

Remove Topography logo from diagram and description from the list.  The description is for bioswales, 
not vegetated swales. 

Existing Soil 

Soil Type: Examine site compaction and soil characteristics. Determine site-specific permeability; 
it is ideal to have well-drained soils for volume reduction and treatment in vegetated swales.

Media layers: A vegetated swale may use bioretention soil media to improve water quality, 
reduce the runoff  volume, and modulate the peak runoff  rate while also providing conveyance of  
excess runoff. Soil media depth must be 2 feet minimum for grassed cells and 3 feet minimum for 
shrub/tree cells. The soil media provides treatment through filtration, adsorption, and biological 
uptake.

Vegetation: Vegetation is crucial to both the function and appearance. Consider native plants 
resilient to variable flow. Mimic nature with a high diversity of  plant types. Plants must be somewhat 
tolerant of  drought, ponding fluctuations, and saturated soil conditions.
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