
Drainage Mechanics of Walkout Basements 

in Ontario 

The design of walkout basements in Ontario is governed by a combination of the Ontario 

Building Code (OBC), local municipal engineering standards, and the fundamental principles of 

hydrostatic pressure and gravity drainage. In a standard "full" basement, the foundation is level, 

and a perimeter weeping tile system collects groundwater to a central sump pit. However, in a 

walkout configuration—common on sloped lots—the foundation is "stepped." The front of the 

house is deeply buried, while the rear is at or near ground level. 

The reason the lower footings at the rear often do not drain to the interior sump pit is primarily 

due to the physics of gravity drainage and the legal requirements for discharge. 

The Stepped Foundation and Gravity Relief 

In a walkout basement, the footings are not at a uniform elevation. To maintain structural 

integrity below the frost line (which in Ontario is typically between 1.2 to 1.5 meters deep), the 

foundation walls "step" down the slope.[1] 

1. The High Side (Front): The footings at the front of the house are significantly lower 

than the exterior grade. Because there is no natural "downhill" path for water to escape 

from this depth, a sump pit is installed. The weeping tiles at this elevation collect water 

and use gravity to flow into the pit, where a pump then lifts the water to the surface to be 

discharged.[2] 

2. The Low Side (Rear): At the walkout portion, the footings are much closer to the 

surface grade of the backyard. Because the rear of the house is at a lower elevation than 

the front, it is often possible to employ gravity drainage to daylight.[3] Instead of 

piping this water "uphill" to a sump pit at the front of the house, builders install a "T" 

junction in the weeping tile that leads water directly away from the house to a lower point 

on the lot or a municipal swale.[4] 

Hydrostatic Pressure and the "Uphill" Problem 

Water naturally follows the path of least resistance. In a stepped foundation, if the rear (lower) 

footings were connected to the front (higher) sump pit, the system would essentially be trying to 

force water to flow against the natural grade of the land.[5] 

Architectural standards for residential drainage emphasize that whenever a "gravity out" option 

is available, it is preferred over a mechanical pump system.[6] Mechanical pumps are subject to 

power outages and mechanical failure; gravity is constant. Therefore, in many Ontario walkout 

designs, the weeping tile system is effectively split. The "deep" section at the front relies on the 

sump, while the "shallow" section at the rear utilizes the slope of the land to drain naturally.[4] 
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Municipal Regulations and Sewer Separation 

Historically, many Ontario homes drained foundation water directly into the sanitary sewer. 

Modern regulations, such as those enforced in Kingston, Toronto, and Ottawa, strictly prohibit 

this to prevent "Inflow and Infiltration" (I&I), which causes sewage bypasses during storms.[8] 

In a walkout basement: 

• The Sump Pit: Legally must discharge to the surface (lawn) or a storm sewer, never the 

sanitary line.[2] [8] 

• The Rear Footings: Because they are near the surface, they are often integrated into the 

Lot Grading Plan. This plan ensures that surface water and groundwater from the rear 

footings are directed to swales (shallow ditches) that move water toward the street's storm 

catch basins or a rear-yard drainage easement.[9] 

Risks of Connecting Rear Drains to the Sump 

Engineering textbooks on foundation drainage warn against "overloading" a sump pit. If a 

walkout basement's rear footings—which are highly susceptible to surface runoff and 

snowmelt—were connected to the interior sump, the pump would have to work significantly 

harder.[10] During a heavy Ontario spring thaw, the volume of water entering the rear footings 

could overwhelm a standard 1/3 or 1/2 horsepower pump, leading to a basement flood.[4] By 

allowing the rear footings to drain independently to "daylight" (the surface or a lower grade), the 

builder reduces the risk of mechanical failure flooding the home.[7] [11] 

Summary of Drainage Logic 

The separation of drainage in Ontario walkouts is a deliberate engineering choice based on the 

following: 

• Elevation Differentials: The rear footings are often higher than the front footings 

relative to the backyard grade, making a gravity exit possible.[1] [3] 

• Redundancy: If the sump pump fails, the front of the house may be at risk, but the rear 

of the house remains protected by its gravity-fed exit.[[4]] 

• Frost Protection: While the front footings are deep to avoid frost, the rear footings are 

protected by the "stepped" design and often utilize exterior insulation or deeper burial 

relative to the walkout door to stay functional in winter.[1] [5] 
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