
Rethink Runoff: Chittenden County’s Residential Stormwater Education and 

Engagement Program  

Improving water quality is a common goal and requires an all-in approach, starting with 

bringing awareness to how an individual’s actions impact Lake Champlain’s water quality and 

solutions to mitigate these impacts. This is the mission of Rethink Runoff, a public education 

and engagement effort in Chittenden County consisting of nine municipalities (Milton, 

Colchester, Winooski, Essex Junction, Essex, Williston, Burlington, South Burlington and 

Shelburne) and three institutions (Burlington International Airport, the University of Vermont 

and the Vermont Agency of Transportation).  

Rethink Runoff was formed in 2003 as a response to a permit requirement of the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Municipal Separate Storm Sewer System (MS4) permit 

that obligated the MS4s to educate and engage the public about the impacts of stormwater. 

Originally named Chittenden County Regional Stormwater Education Program (RSEP), 

advertising and messaging focused on regional residential stormwater impacts and solutions to 

mitigate those impacts on water quality. Topics covered included car washing, pet waste 

disposal, lawn fertilization use, and the mitigation of excessive runoff through use of rain 

barrels and rain gardens.  

To assist in the administrative duties and oversee media contracts of the regional 

program, the municipalities hired the Chittenden County Regional Planning Commission 

(CCRPC) as their Lead Agency. The effectiveness of these educational efforts were tracked 

through a phone survey that showed an increase in the amount of pet waste being picked up 

(2013, 80%; 2003, 62%) and a decrease in the use of fertilizer (2013, 29%; 2003, 50%) over a ten 

year period. Website traffic also increased with over 6,000 visitors in 2016 compared to only 

2,400 visits in 2009. The results of the survey were encouraging. The public was hearing RSEP’s 

message.    

Based upon the success of RSEP, the MS4’s formed the Chittenden County Stream Team 

(CCST) in 2011 to act as the outreach and hands-on event arm of the regional education 

program. To do this work, the MS4’s contracted with the CCRPC and the Winooski Natural 

Resources Conservation District (WNRCD). The WNRCD utilizes local events such as farmer’s 



markets and festivals to engage with citizens about water quality issues and stormwater 

workshops CCST could implement in their community such as rain barrel workshops or rain 

garden installations. In addition, they work closely with schools to educate about the impacts of 

stormwater and to host stream clean-ups, because CCST understands the importance of our 

future and educating Vermont’s youth about the water quality of our streams and Lake 

Champlain. CCST also collaborates closely with various groups and organizations throughout the 

basin. The success of CCST is illustrated in the number of participants and volunteers which has 

doubled since the inception of the program to over 500 people.   

Both of these efforts have achieved local and regional recognition. The RSEP 

garnered a 2005-2006 Vermont Governor's Award for Environmental Excellence and a 

2011 Green Mountain Water Environment Association’s Stormwater Award. 

Recognizing the innovation and energy of the Stream Team, the Burlington Free Press, 

ECHO Leahy Museum and All-Earth Renewables gave the Team a 2012 Green Mountain 

Environmental Leadership Award for Collaboration. In 2014, both RSEP and CCST along 

with the CCRPC received a 2014 Best Stormwater Idea in New England “Stormy Award” 

from the New England Stormwater Collaborative for “Regional Collaboration for 

Enhanced Stormwater Program Efficiency.”  

Though both programs were successful individually, in April 2017, RSEP and CCST 

launched Rethink Runoff, www.rethinkrunoff.org, as a collaborative program that both 

educates the public and gets them involved in hands-on activities through The Stream Team 

http://rethinkrunoff.org/get-involved/get-involved-stream-team/.  Pooling resources to create 

a regional stormwater education and engagement program was a no-brainer. While the initial 

intent of the program was to fulfill permit requirements, what the MS4s, the CCRPC and 

WNRCD created was much more. Together a program was formed that effectively and 

efficiency educates the community about the impacts of stormwater and how it affects the 

water quality of our lakes and streams by providing a resource to homeowners about individual 

actions they can take on their property to mitigate the impacts of stormwater. Rethink Runoff is 

a mechanism to listen and work closely with our citizens by understanding their problems and 

goals and tailoring the program to address those concerns. It’s a way to connect and establish 

http://www.rethinkrunoff.org/
http://rethinkrunoff.org/get-involved/get-involved-stream-team/


partnerships with various local water quality groups who are all working towards the same goal, 

restoring water quality in Lake Champlain. How can you positively impact the water quality of 

Lake Champlain? 

 


