
Rain Gardens

A Welcome Addition to Your Landscape



Where Does The Rainwater Go?

Å Naturally, forests provide a way 
for rainwater to percolate into 
the soil, filtering pollutants while 
trees are allowed to remove 
nutrients and use them for 
growth

Å Developed areas have too much 
impervious surfaces, causing 
rainwater to run directly into 
streams, carrying along with it 
pollutants including:
Â Petroleum Products

Â Animal Waste

Â Fertilizers

Â Pesticides

Â Household Chemicals



Developed Lands



Forested Lands



How Can Storm-Water Be Managed?

Å Large areas of development (ex: towns and 
cities) use storm water management ponds to 
gather storm water, intending to mimic how 
forested floodplains retain and manage rain run -
off

ÅOn a small scale, you can build your own rain 
garden to help manage storm water and 
facilitate nutrient and pollutant management, as 
well as encourage groundwater recharge



What is a Rain Garden?
Å A Rain Garden is a specially 

designed garden area created 
to capture and filter rainwater 
that runs off from impervious 
surfaces such as parking lots, 
roads, driveways and rooftops

Å They can also be created on 
any scale to meet homeowner 
or business needs

Å Rain Gardens are a popular 
ÕÌÞɯÛà×ÌɯÖÍɯɁÌÊÖ-ÎÈÙËÌÕÐÕÎɂȮɯ
allowing homeowners to help 
manage storm water and help 
protect their watersheds from 
pollutants



How Does it Work?

Å The Rain Garden should collect runoff as a rain 
event occurs

Å The different components work together to filter 
the runoff naturally

Å The native plants and microorganisms found in 
the soil remove pollutants that are carried in the 
runoff from your home or driveway



The Many Benefits
Å Rain Gardens increase the amount 

of groundwater renewal

Å Pollutants can be removed from 
run -off before it has a chance to 
enter streams, thus protecting the 
overall health of your watershed

Å Increase in vegetation for your 
yard will provide habitat for 
insects and birds

Å Rain Gardens can enhance the 
beauty if your yard

Å Building a rain garden can bring 
together family or friends (What 
ÊÏÐÓËɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÌßÊÜÚÌɯ
to play in the dirt?)



Ecological Landscaping

Å Benefits of Ecological Landscaping and Reducing the 
Size of your Lawn
Â Attract wildlife

Â Hardier lawns and gardens (native plants are drought resistant)

Â Save water (the average lawn consumes 10,000 gallons of water 
annually)

Â Enhance passive recreational opportunities (bird watching, 
gardening, photography)

Â Reduce pollution from chemical pesticides and fertilizers

Â Reduce air and noise pollution from lawn equipment



Planning Your Rain Garden

Å .ÉÚÌÙÝÌɯàÖÜÙɯàÈÙËɀÚɯÓÈÕËÚÊÈ×Ì
Â Are there low spots?
Â Where does rainwater naturally 

flow?
Â Are there areas of your yard 

that have started to show signs 
of erosion due to storm events?

Â Observe where your 
downspouts and driveway 
tend to drain during a rain 
event

Â Your rain garden should be at 
least 10 feet from your home so 
ÐÕÍÐÓÛÙÈÛÐÕÎɯÞÈÛÌÙɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÚÌÌ×ɯ
into the foundation

Â Do not place the rain garden 
directly over a septic system



How Do I Know if My Soil Is 
Appropriate for a Rain Garden?

ÅContact the Rappahannock Cooperative 
Extension Office to have your soil tested for 
nutrients and pH

Å Test your infiltration rate
ÂDig a hole six inches wide and 18 inches deep in the 

area you want to test

ÂPour water into the hole and observe how long it 
takes to drain

Â If the water is still standing 48 -72 hours later, the soil 
will need to be amended to improve infiltration, or 
you will need to choose another location



Infiltration Problems

It may seem that a Rain Garden may be 
appropriate in areas of your yard where water 
ponds in your yard, but usually in these 
circumstances the soil does not allow for 
adequate infiltration and the rain garden and 
the soil will need amending to allow your 
Rain Garden to properly function



Amending Your Soil
Å If your soil needs amending, you may need to excavate 

and replace the soil with three feet of your own soil 
amendment containing the following (all of which can 
be purchased at a local nursery or home improvement 
store:
Â 50% sand

Â 25% topsoil (no clay)

Â 25% compost or leaf mulch

Remember, if your garden does not achieve the 
correct infiltration, you increase the chance of 

creating a mosquito breeding ground instead of a 
being a useful addition to your yard



How Large Should My Rain Garden 
Be?

Å Calculations for Rain Garden size are available on the Virginia 
Department of Forestry Website (http://www.dof.virginia.gov)

Å The ponding depth of your rain garden should not be over 6 inches 
to prevent water from being ponded for too long

Å Your garden should be about 1/3 of the size of the surface area 
providing the runoff

Å A typical residential rain garden ranges from 100 to 300 square feet

Å Rule of thumb: Your Rain Garden should be at least twice as long as 
it is wide

Å Ensure that your garden is wide enough to allow for adequate room 
for your plants

Å Ensure your garden is long enough to contain all of the rain water 
that will enter 



Building Your Rain Garden

Å To operate effectively, Rain Gardens require 
several layers:
Â A grass buffer strip needs to surround the garden to slow down 

the velocity of the runoff (your yard grass can function as this 
layer)

Â A mulch layer to help maintain moisture in the soil and provide 
the perfect environment for biological activities 
(microorganisms)

Â Native plants to take up moisture and nutrients

Â A soil layer for the plant roots 

Â A ponding area or depression to provide storage needed to 
accept runoff

Â A berm containing at least 6 inches of soil or rocks that help dam 
the water like a pond

Â If you have extremely poor soil conditions, you may need to add 
a layer of gravel or stone to the bottom of the rain garden



Rain Garden Components



Plant Selection
Å The plants that you choose to incorporate into your Rain Garden should be overall 

moisture tolerant, with the middle of your design containing wet -loving species of 
plants, since this area will stay moist for the longest period of time

Å The middle of the side slope should contain plants that can be either moist or dry
Å The upper edge should contain plants that prefer dry conditions
Å 8ÖÜɯÔÈàɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÝÐÚÐÛɯÛÏÌɯ5ÐÙÎÐÕÐÈɯ-ÈÛÐÝÌɯ/ÓÈÕÛɯ2ÖÊÐÌÛàɀÚɯÞÌÉÚÐÛÌɯÍÖÙɯÈɯ

comprehensive list of native species at: http://www.vnps.org

Å Why Use Native Plants?
Â They are best adapted for the local climate and, once 

established, do not need extra water or fertilizer
Â Many are deep rooted, allowing them to survive droughts
Â Native plants are attractive to the diverse native pollinators 

(bees, butterflies, beetles and birds)
Â Natives provide habitat and food for native wildlife

http://www.vnps.org/


Maintenance
Å Inspect your Rain Garden for the following at 

least three times a year (In the Spring, 
Summer and Fall):

Â Weeds & Invasive Plants

Â Plant Health

Â Excessive Sediment

Â Movement of Sediment within the Garden

Å Monitoring these possible issues and correcting 
them before they become a problem will help 
ensure the effectiveness of your Rain Garden, as 
well as helping to prolong its life



Plant Maintenance

Å In a rain garden, dense shrub growth is 
encouraged rather than eliminated to provide 
increased filtering capacity

Å Tattered and discolored plants should be cut 
back after spring arrives and growth is 4 -ƚɂɯÛÈÓÓ

ÅɁ#ÌÈËÏÌÈËÐÕÎɂɯ×ÓÈÕÛÚɯÞÐÓÓɯÈÓÚÖɯÓÌÈËɯÛÖɯ
succeeding new growths

ÅCollect seeds and cuttings from successful plants 
in the rain garden and use them for the new 
season.



Additional Maintenance
Å Collect seeds and cuttings from successful plants in the rain garden 

and use them for the new season.

Å Plant more of the successful species in the rain garden as necessary.

Å Re-seed the berm if there are areas of exposed soil.

Å Replace rocks that may be diverting flow out of the garden.

Å Alternately, build up areas where more protection is needed.

Å Sediment will tend to accumulate within the garden.  This a sign of 
success ɬthis soil would have been directed straight to the stream 
without having been diverted into your rain garden

Â With a flat shovel, remove soil that has accumulated in the basin, 
avoiding the vegetation



The First Season: Lessons Learned
Å After the first season, it may be obvious what plants 

were successful in this niche and what plants do not 
work for your rain garden.

ü Over the growing season, was the weather drastically hot, dry, 
or wet?

ü Was flow too fast through the rain garden, damaging the health 
of the plants?

ü Is flow being incorrectly diverted from the rain garden?
ü Is sediment covering vegetation?
ü Were some species over-shadowing others?
ü Did pests infest certain species?
ü Is one area of the rain garden not growing at the same rate as 

another?  Why?
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