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RAIN GARDENS
What are rain gardens?
Rain gardens are a type of bioretention basin and are
most often developed in residential areas. Rain gardens
consist of a variety of native vegetation planted in
shallow depressed areas in lawns, along streets, or in
parking lots. During rainfall, the combination of the
vegetation and soil captures stormwater runoff from
impervious surfaces. This gives the water a chance to
slowly filter into the ground rather than running off into
a storm sewer or nearby water body. A rain garden, not
only moderates runoff and filters pollutants, but also
can augment the looks of an area and enhance wildlife
habitat.

How do I decide where to put a rain
garden?

enough in surface area to provide enough storage
area during larger storms. Overall, the rain garden
should be able to absorb or provide infiltration of the
water within 48 hours of the rain event.

What size should the garden be?
The size of the garden depends on the amount of
water that will be directed towards it, which will be
dependent on the extent of impervious surfaces.
Impervious surfaces include driveways, sidewalks
leading to the house, and rooftops. Rooftop drainage
area can be calculated by taking the square footage
of the house and multiplying it by the percentage of
roof that drains to a downspout. Other areas can be
measured directly. These numbers are then added
together to get an estimate of the total impermeable
drainage area. One quick method for determining
size is to take the total drainage area, determine the
ponding depth of the garden, and divide by a
constant. If, for example, the garden will have a 6
inch ponding depth, divide that total square
footage by 20. If the garden has a 3 inch
ponding depth, divide the total by
10 (North Carolina State
Cooperative Extension
Service).

By noticing where water flows from and where it moves
to when it rains should be an initial step in deciding
where to put a rain garden. The rain garden should
intercept the water before it reaches its
destination, such as a drain, low
spot or gutter. It generally will
be constructed on the
downside of a slope of the
property. Do not put the
garden where water
The following example
already ponds since this
comes from the North
area has slow
Carolina State Extension
infiltration. Make sure
Building a Backyard Rain
the garden is at least 25
Garden. Example: The
feet away from a septic
square footage of a house is
system drainfield or from a
2500 square feet and
wellhead. It also should be at
approximately 50% (or half) of
least 10 feet from the house to
the roof area drains to a
avoid water seeping into the
downspout. Overall the sidewalk
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foundation. The garden will do best in full
leading to the house and driveway
or partial sun.
encompass 150 square feet. If the garden
will have a 6 inch ponding depth, the size of the rain
What else should I consider?
garden can be calculated by the following:
Don’t start digging until you’ve checked for
Water from Rooftop = 2500 sq ft. X 0.5 = 1250 sq ft.
underground utility lines. If you’re not sure, call “Miss
Water from sidewalk and driveway = 150 sq ft.
Dig” a statewide, one-call notification system
(800-482-7171 in Michigan). Also, dig a small hole
Total = 1400 sq feet
(about 1 foot deep and 4” in diameter) to make sure
the water table is at least two feet below the soil’s
1400 sq ft. divided by 20 = 70 sq ft.
surface, and the water doesn’t pond. Finally, check
In order to catch the maximum amount of rainfall,
your soil type. Rain gardens do well in well drained and
rain gardens are often shaped longer than they are
sandy soils, but can function when soils are less
wide and positioned perpendicular to the slope of
permeable too. However, you might need to replace
the land. Thus, in the example above, the garden
soils with an absorbent soil mix to ensure that the
might be 10 feet long by 7 feet wide or some other
water soaks through. If it doesn’t then an under-drain
combination totaling 70 sq feet.
may be needed.

What should the depth of the garden be?

How should it be dug?

Typically, a rain garden should be around 4-8 inches
deep. A rain garden less than that will need to be large

The garden should have a slight depression in its
center. When digging, you can use the soil to make a
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berm around the one side of the garden so that the
water will remain and drain in the garden during a
storm.

What type of plants should I use?
Make sure the plants used can tolerate fluctuating levels
of soil wetness, and avoid aggressive species. Talking
with a landscaper or plant nursery may help in
determining which plants are best for your situation.

How much do rain gardens cost?
Costs vary depending on whether you put in the garden
yourself or you have a landscape company design and
install it. You should plan to spend between $3-$5 per
square foot in plant costs and soil amendments if you do
it yourself. Costs will be significantly higher if you seek a
professional’s assistance and may cost around $10-$15
per square foot.

Will I have maintenance?

All gardens need some maintenance. Besides
watering, mulching, weeding and pruning may be
needed. If you have chosen the right types of plants
for your yard’s conditions, the plants will become
established and eventually out-compete the weeds.
Periodically, rain gardens should be cleared of dead
vegetation and other debris, such as sediment and
sand. It may be necessary to do some replanting if
plant growth is not successful.
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