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So you want to depave! And with good reason! Paved surfaces contribute 
to stormwater pollution, whereby rainwater carries toxic urban pollutants 
to local streams and rivers, greatly degrading water quality and riparian 
habitats. Pavement also disconnects us from our natural world.  “Depave” 
is a small, all-volunteer organization based in Portland, Oregon.  Depave 
was created to inspire and promote the removal of unnecessary con-
crete and asphalt from urban areas.  Depave works to remove pavement 
through direct action and education.  We are here to support and help 
you in your depaving endeavor.  This is a big job and before you under-
take such a project it is best you know what you are getting yourself into.  
Before you begin, there are many aspects that need to be considered and 
this pamphlet was created with that intention. Depave has organized one 
large depaving activity and been part of several smaller ones, 
and we are planning more. This guide is intended as a resource 
to share our knowledge with others and help empower more 
people to do depaving of their own.  Please let us know if you 
have other information, ideas, or resources that should be added 
to this guide, info@depave.org.

Welcome!

AsphAlt Asphalt is made from oil sludge and is usually black but it fades over time. 
It is ‘softer’ than concrete and softens on hot summer days. Asphalt is actually the 
most recycled product in the world and most roads are made from asphalt. Since it is a 
petroleum oil-based product, asphalt is not healthy for the soil. While there is not much 
data on this, it is best to have the soil tested after you depave if you are planning on 
planting edibles directly into the soil underneath what you just pulled up.  

Asphalt is heavy and the hauling companies only provide 10 cubic yard drop boxes and require 
the asphalt to be clean so that it can be recycled. Clean asphalt means that there is minimal 
dirt and gravel mixed in. Making sure that your asphalt is super clean can result in a reduced 
hauling and disposal fee.  Prices vary based on distance from the recycling facility and the 
price of oil, in 2009, you can expect to pay $150- $180 per 10-yard box for asphalt hauling. 

concrete Concrete is made from sand, cement and water and is whitish grey in 
color. It is harder than asphalt. It is also more durable and expensive than asphalt. Most 
sidewalks are made from concrete. It has very little adverse effect on soil health, other 
than the obvious compaction.

If you hit rebar while breaking up the concrete, it is probably best that you call a 
professional to remove it as reinforced concrete is stronger because of embedded sections 
of steel rebar and therefore harder to break.

Concrete chunks can be used as stepping stones, as retaining walls to control erosion, for 
firepits, for foundation floors in outbuildings, to build raised garden beds or as fill for a 
drainage pit. Some call this Urbanite. If you or your neighbors can’t use your leftovers, you 
can post an ad on Craigslist or Freecycle, or put it in a pile on your curb with a free sign, 
and you will likely find a taker. Reduce, reuse, recycle.  You will probably be left with bits of 
rubble and possible some gravel that was put in as a sub-base. Again, this stuff can be used 
for drainage projects so you can use it or can try to get rid of it on Craigslist.
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SiTe Plan & DRainage 

You have a site, and have decided you want to depave it.  Before you 
begin tearing things apart, it is important to have a plan for what you 
want to put in its place. One of the factors to consider is how water 
interacts with the site.  Walk around your site to do some critical 
observation and ask yourself a few questions. Closely examine your 
site and evaluate drainage in and on the perimeter of the potential 
depave site. How will drainage be handled onto or across the newly-
depaved site? Are there downspouts from adjacent buildings? Do 
the downspouts go into underground pipes? Or do they drain to the 
pavement? If the latter, where will this water go or concentrate after 
the depaving. Consider opportunities to disconnect downspouts from 
sewer lines and utilize the newly-depaved area for on-site infiltration 
using bio-swales or other low-tech approaches. Contact your local city 
or county for guidance on stormwater retrofit information and design. 
How will removing this section of paving affect the adjacent sections?  
Are there drains currently on site, what are they connected to?  Now 
that we have explored managing the water that will fall on the site, it 
is time to think about what you will use the site for once the pave-
ment is removed.  It may be helpful to create a site plan to record your 
ideas.  

Call BeFoRe YoU Dig

The new national ‘call before you dig’ number is 811. This free 
service is the notification service that will alert the utility compa-
nies to come out and mark your property showing where the water, 
electric, gas, and any cable lines are buried. Allow two business 
days and some nice folks will tag your street and property. Red is 
for electricity, cables, conduit, yellow means gas, oil, or petroleum, 
orange signifies communication, alarm or signal lines, blue and 
purple indicate water lines and green shows sewers and drain lines. 
If you see a yellow line across your proposed work site, be careful!!! 
Gas leaks are no fun.

PeRmiSSion, PeRmiTS & neigHBoRS

The very first question is whether you own the property.  If you do 
not, you will need to have the landowner’s clear written permission.

Even if you do own the property, or after you have the owner’s 
permission, you may need permits or permission from the City.  If 
the pavement you want to remove is in the ‘planting strip’ (between 
sidewalk and curb) or otherwise in the public right-of-way, you will 
need a permit from your City’s transportation department. If the land 
you want to depave is currently considered to be a parking lot, you 
may also need to get permission from the city. A certain amount of 
off-street parking is required for many commercial and residential 
properties. Depending on the size of the project, the City may require 
a Site Development Plan, and Erosion Control Plan, or others.  Con-
sider calling your city’s Bureau of Development Services to inquire.

You may wish to alert the neighbors about your project as it may be 
loud and disruptive on destruction day. You will need to figure out 
how to keep the area safe and how to keep kids and pets away from 
the area during the demolition. You may also decide that you would 3
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like to close off the street. This can be done in the City of Portland 
by obtaining a block party permit, which costs $55 (in 2008), and 
requires renting barricades and obtaining signatures of approval from 
every resident on the block.

ReUSe anD DiSPoSal

Contact your local city or solid waste disposal agency to learn about 
asphalt and concrete disposal businesses.  Concrete chunks can easily 
be used again for a variety of purposes.  

Determine if you are working with concrete or asphalt and how much 
you would like to remove. Knowing the volume of material to be re-
moved is important no matter what type of material you are removing 
as this knowledge will inform your selection of the appropriate tools 
and for disposal. Asphalt can be recycled and you will need to know 
the volume of material to estimate the number of drop boxes that will 
be used to transport the asphalt off site. Concrete can also be recycled, 
or can be reused either on- or off-site. To find the amount, measure 
out the length and width of the area you want to depave 
and find the thickness of the pavement. Multiply the lengh 
by width by thickness to find the total amount of pavement 
you wil be depaving. To find your pavement’s thickness, 
you can check the edges or inspect any existing cracks for 
clues. We recommend that you get at least 2-3 estimates of 
the thickness, since small differences or errors in the estimate of 
thickness could add up to widely different volume estimates.

PoSSiBle Soil ConTaminaTion

In some cases, pavement was used to cover over a brownfield, which 
is a term for contaminated soil. You should investigate the history 
of your site to determine whether there is any likely source of prior 
contamination; the Bureau of Development Services (or your town’s 
equivalent) can help you research the site history.  

As depaving is fairly new territory, there is very little research data 
addressing contamination of the soil due to leaching of hydrocarbons 
from asphalt, though the general consensus is that the asphalt itself 
does not cause contamination.  Additionally, anything that leaked 
onto the paving surface may have seeped into the soil underneath 
through cracks or around the edges. If your paved site was used to 
park cars, you should be particularly concerned about contamination.

We are collecting data as we go by testing the soil for hydrocarbons 
when possible. If you decide to test, please send us your method of 
testing and results so we can add them to our data. Testing for oil 
and grease in soil is a common test offered by many environmental 
laboratories with costs ranging from $25 to over $150 depending on 
the laboratory and methodology used. The places to test are the places 
where the risk of contamination is greatest, such as edges and cracks 
in the pavement.

4

To the casual observer and even user, our city’s 

park system appears impressive. And in 

some ways it is. However, virtually every part of 

the city is lacking in important ways many of our 

facilities are old and inadequate, we have a 

large deferred maintenance problem, and we are 

not adding the capacity we need to be the livable city 
we want to be as we grow and change. We need to gear up 

on parks in fundamentally new ways during the 

next 20 years or we will lose the quality of 
life we enjoy.” 

-Jision Team member



There are a variety of tools that can be used to remove pavement. You 
can use a sledgehammer for thin concrete. For larger projects, you 
may choose to use a skidsteer with a breaker attachment (i.e. Bobcat). 
Typically, for most small home projects, an electric jackhammer and/
or a concrete cutting saw should do the trick.

Here’s the lowdown on the stuff you may need, from primitive tools 
to complex power equipment.

SaFeTY FiRST!

You will definitely need protection for your eyes and ears. It is also 
wise to wear gloves, good shoes, long work pants, and a long sleeve 
shirt to protect you from flying bits of pavement. You may also want 
a mask to protect you from the concrete dust particles if you are using 
a jackhammer or concrete saw. And it is a fantastic idea to stretch 
before you start working, and after you are finished.

HanD ToolS

Busting stuff up using a sledgehammer or pickaxe or jackhammers 
actually require some amount of finesse. The idea is to work smarter, 
not harder. In general, you want to let the tools do the work, and not 
your arm muscles.

Breaker Bar This is the most useful tool that you can 
have. No matter what type of pavement breaker you 

are using, this long metal bar (the longer and stronger 
= the more leverage you get) is essential. Leverage 
is your friend. This tool will allow you to pry up 
pieces of asphalt or concrete.

Pickaxe/ Mattock These are variations on 
basically the same tool which is a stick with a 

heavy, metallic pointy thing at the end. The Mattock has a wider 
chisel end then the pickaxe which is great for splitting apart 
asphalt and concrete, and for leveraging under slabs. If the paved 
surfaces are already cracked, take aim, and try to expand those 
cracks.  If you can access the edge of the slab, you can also use the 
pickaxe to leverage under the slab.

Sledghammer This is a stick with something hard and heavy at the 
end of it. Basically, you want the heaviest sledgehammer that you can 
comfortably handle without breaking your back. This primitive tool 
can be used for small project areas and is most appropriate for rela-
tively thin slabs (less than 3”). Remember to let this tool do the work, 
and not your back or arms. This means that when using the sledge-
hammer or pickaxe, you slowly raise the tool with one hand near the 
head, and then let gravity and torque take over as you lower the head 
to the ground, sliding your hand to the opposite end of the handle to 
meet your other hand. You’ll also want to adopt a wide stance, slightly 
bending your knees and engage your abdominal muscles to keep 
yourself stable.
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PoweR ToolS

Concrete Saw You’ll want to use this tool if you want nice 
clean edges along the remaining pavement or if you want to 
prepare a large paved area for pavement removal using volunteers 
and hand tools. Concrete saws work well for cutting straight lines. 
You should not attempt to cut curves with the saw. If you really want 
a curve, the best way is to cut a series of straight lines in slightly vary-
ing angles that will eventually resemble a curve. The concrete saw is 
also appropriate for cutting tree wells or any work done in the public 
right-of-way in which some of the pavement remains and a neat clean 
line between the two areas is desired. The concrete saw can also 
be used to cut a larger piece of pavement into a grid system 
so the cut lines can be used as penetration points for the 
prybars and breaker bars. The saw must be rented, and 
diamond blades must be purchased. The concrete 
saw requires electricity and water to operate. We 
used 2 blades to cut a 20-24” grid over 3,000 square 
feet. The two-day rental was $45 and the blades 

cost $125 apiece. Setting the blade depth to the appropriate thickness 
of the pavement will help the blade last longer and will make the pry-
ing phase much easier if the pavement is cut all the way through. The 
blade will dull quickly if it is unnecessarily cutting the gravel under-
neath the pavement.

Jackhammer The jackhammer is a useful tool for breaking up small 
plots of concrete and asphalt. The chisel bit and point bits will be 
good for concrete, while a wider spade bit will be best for asphalt. 
The jackhammer, as you may know, is loud and very vibratory. You 
can do a lot of damage with one. Be careful. We recommend getting 
the heaviest electric hammer that you can handle. An 85 lb hammer 
is a good and useful size. When using the jackhammer, positioning it 
is key. Your job is to keep it from falling over, and angling it when it 
needs to be angled. First you want to create cracks with the point bit, 
and then you want to “explore” the cracks using the chisel bit to make 
them bigger. This is all easier if the concrete or asphalt has room to 
move (i.e. break), so work from the edges toward the center.

Skidsteer (i.e. Bobcat) with breaker attachment. This is what you 
want if you are planning to break up thousands of square feet of pave-
ment. It will cost you a bit more, but will save time and your back. If 

you can find other folks who want to remove concrete, it makes 
sense to split the rental fees.  See if you can find a volunteer 

who is an experienced operator, especially if you are remov-
ing asphalt and hoping to get low hauling 
rates for ‘clean’ asphalt.  A first time user 
may enjoy the new experience, but is likely 
to scoop up lots of dirt with the asphalt.
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ConvenTional TeCHniqUeS

In order to break pavement, the concrete or asphalt needs somewhere 
to move. Therefore, the best approach is to start at an edge, or if pos-
sible, a corner. This way the pavement has two directions to move. To 
make things easier, a wedge should be placed under the pavement to 
separate it from the ground. This will facilitate the breaking of the 
slab, because you are separating it from its support base.  Basically, 
you will want to form chunks of the concrete or asphalt that are as 
big as you can comfortably lift and move, typically under 1 sq. ft. The 
size will obviously depend on the thickness of the concrete as thicker 
concrete means heavier pieces. Your goal should be to make these nice 
sized chunks. It is a skill that you will learn after some time.

If your site includes the work of volunteers or youngsters, you will 
want to employ ways of breaking up the pave-
ment that do not involve heavy instruments 
or tools that get swung over the head.  That 
sometimes means doing one round of work with 
power tools beforehand, then returning with the 
kids and/or volunteers to do the rest with shovels 
and pry bars.

naTURal TeCHniqUeS

The roots of the black locust are usually shallow and 
wide spreading, but deep roots can also be produced on 
DRY sites, and they have been known to tear up asphalt & break 
up concrete.  The tree also emits a natural chemical (like the Eucalyp-
tus) that keeps other plants from growing under it.  This method will 
take at least a decade, but requires no petroleum input!
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Okay, now you have removed the pavement and all the bits of rubble. 
The earth is now free, but you will need to help her breathe again. Most 
likely, the weight of the asphalt has crushed the macropores, thus creat-
ing a hard surface that will not allow water to infiltrate.  Macropores are 
the spaces between the soil aggregates, allowing water and air to move 
through the soil.  Loss of macropores have negative consequences such 
as restricted aeration, diminished water drainage, and the creation of a 
dense soil that is difficult for roots to penetrate. These effects limit usable 
rooting space so don’t even think about roto-tilling! In most cases, the 
soil will be so compacted that you may do actual damage to the roto tiller 
or yourself.  A spading fork or a pickaxe should be sufficient to break up 
the compacted soil enough to be able to work the soil. You can then mix 
in some organic matter such as compost to activate and bring life and 
microorganisms back to this dirt.  You do have several options available to 
you depending on your timeline, patience and budget.

RaiSeD BeDS

If you are itching to utilize the area promptly for planting, raised beds are 
a great way to go. They allow you to utilize the land for planting without 
having to put energy into revitalizing the soil immediately. The raised 
bed also allows you the opportunity to grow without having to address 
contamination issues or the compacted, lifeless soil. You can use leftover 
concrete chunks, or untreated lumber, to build a raised bed. A raised bed 
should have at least 18 inches of dirt above ground level.

UTilizing PlanTS To BReak UP Soil

Sheet mulching is one way to revitalize the soil naturally, over time. Basi-
cally, sheet mulching consists of putting down wood chips, straw, leaves, 
organic matter or a mix of all of these and then planting into it.  Soil un-
der pavement is frequently impoverished of soil microfauna and organic 
matter. According to Paul Stamets in the book, “Mycelium Running”, 
soil fungi are particularly well adapted to breaking down hydrocarbons 
because they evolved to break down the hydrocarbon chains in wood 
fiber (liginn).  It is best to add large quantities of organic matter into the 
newly freed soil to jumpstart the soil by introducing micro-organisms 

and boosting soil fungi and bacteria. You can plant perennials into the 
area to help break up the compacted soil.  Here is a short list of plants, 
shrubs or trees for the Pacific Northwest, broken down into soil and sun 
types.  For wet, sunny areas: Pacific Ninebark, Red Osier Dogwood, Big 
Leaf Maple, Red Alder, Oregon Ash, Cottonwood, Western Red Cedar 
and Willows.  For wet, shady areas: Vine Maple, Cascara, Salmon Berry, 
Common Snowberry and Lady Fern.  For dry, shady areas: Oceanspray, 
Salal, Swordfern, Cascade Oregon Grape, Red and Evergreen Huck-
elberry.  For dry, sunny areas: Coyote Brush, Pacific Wax Myrtle, Deer 
Brush, Serviceberry, Pacific Madrone, Sitka Spruce, Choke Cherry and 
Blue Elderberry.

PHYToRemeDiaTion

If you are concerned about contamination from asphalt, you can use 
plants to take up the pollutants, this is called phytoremediation. Recent 
research has shown that sunflowers and the Pelargonium Geranium 
can effectively break down hydrocarbons, including the lead in gasoline. 
Alfalfa, grass (Rye, Fescue, Bermuda, Sorghum), Hybrid Poplar, Indian 
Mustard and Juniper have also be proven to stabilize petroleum in soil 
which keeps it from killing off the garden. The microbes used to inoculate 
the clover and alfalfa are better at stabilizing hydrocarbons than the other 
grasses, but either will work. One planting season should do the trick.  8
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resources
united rentals 5413 ne Columbia Boulevard,  503-282-1313
american barricade co. 173 ne Columbia Blvd., 503-285-6616
flannery’s droP box service Po Box 849 Fairview, oR, 503-669-8002
heiberg garbage & recycling 2300 Se Hanna Harvester Drive,  milwaukie, oR, 503-794-8212
Portland bureau of develoPment services  503-823-7300
ted’s tool shed  8819 Se Powell Blvd, 503-777-3115
block Party Permit
Portland’s bureau of environmental service (Disconnect Downspouts Program)
fazio landfill & recycling 8433 ne 13th ave., Portland, oR, 503-247-3478 
dePave www.depave.org, info@depave.org

“In reorganizing the city, from its land use foundations on up, we have 
the solution for turning asphalt and concrete into gardens, creeks, 
playgrounds, nature corridors, restored forests, etc. In creating the more 

compact neighborhood, town and city centers, and real ecovillages, we also create 
the densities of human population to reestablish vital civic community 
and economy, practical and economical transit, the potential for a 
bicycle revolution, energy conservation that is otherwise inconceivable 
and many other things. Let’s do it!”  –Richard Register


