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Welcome to Week Seven! 
 
This week’s challenge is to create a rain garden. Definitely a bigger challenge than 
some of the previous weeks so read on if you are interested in managing the water on 
your property. 
 
Introduction 
 
Imagine that all of the water on Earth is contained in a one gallon plastic jug.  Now pour 
¼ cup into a glass and you have the amount of freshwater on the planet.  Dip a 
tablespoon into that cup and you are holding the amount of freshwater readily 
accessible in rivers, streams, lakes, and shallow groundwater.  The rest of that ¼ cup is 
tied up in ice caps and glaciers. This is why it is so important to protect and conserve 
freshwater - we don’t have a lot of it. 
 
During the past 50 years the United States has made great strides in cleaning up 
industrial source pollution to lakes, rivers and oceans.  Today, the Environmental 
Protection Agency considers non-point source pollution to be the “nation’s largest water 
quality problem.”   Non-point source pollution does not come from a single or specific 
source. Instead, the sources include yards, driveways, roads, roofs and parking lots. As 
water streams over these impervious surfaces it picks up pollutants such as pet waste, 
fertilizers and pesticides, oils, chemicals and metals, and carries them into local 
streams, lakes or storm sewers. The greatest threat to the water quality of Dublin Lake 
is runoff from Rt. 101, Lake Rd. and lakeside properties. 
 
As homeowners, the best way we can reduce our pollution impact is to keep rainwater 
on our property.  The goal is to move water vertically, from the sky into the ground, not 
horizontally across the land.  Rain gardens do just that. 
 
 
Rain Gardens 
 
A rain garden is basically a “plant pond”, a shallow depression planted with native plants 
and positioned so that it receives runoff from the hard surfaces on your property, i.e., 



sidewalks, driveway and roof. Rain gardens are designed to hold onto the rush of water 
from a storm for a short period of time (typically no more than 24 hours) and allow the 
water to slowly seep into the ground.  Native plants have deep roots that form channels 
for water infiltration, are well adapted to cycles of wet and dry and create habitat for 
insects and wildlife. Rain gardens filter out sediment and pollutants from runoff, reduce 
localized flooding, replenish groundwater and improve water quality.  
 
The first rain garden was created by a Maryland developer who decided to try collecting 
the runoff from his newly built subdivision in a garden instead of an unattractive, 
mosquito breeding catch basin.  Since that time the idea has blossomed and rain 
gardens of all shapes and sizes have sprung up across the country.  And no wonder, as 
rain gardens are an inexpensive, easy to execute, eco-friendly solution to the non-point 
source pollution problem. 
 
 
How to Do It 
 
From the website Family Handyman:  
 
Step One:  Location and Slope 

Create the rain garden by building a berm in a low spot in the yard, then build swales to 
channel runoff from the gutters and higher parts of the yard. The water is then absorbed 
into the soil through the network of deep plant roots. Use a mix of plants adapted to 
your area and to the different water depths. 
 
Check the slope of your yard with a level and a long, straight board. You'll need a 
minimum slope of 1 in. in 4-1/2 ft. (2 percent) for water to flow into your rain garden. If 
you don't have this slope, you'll have to do major landscaping, both to create the slope 
and to improve drainage. 
 

● Locate your rain garden where rainwater will feed into it from downspouts, 
driveways or low points in your yard. 
 

● Lay attractive river rock (1-1/2 in. diameter and, if desired, larger decorative 
rocks) or run an underground 4-in. PVC pipe to channel water from a downspout 
to your garden. Use PVC for a better flow if the garden is more than 30 ft. from a 
downspout. 

https://www.familyhandyman.com/project/how-to-build-a-rain-garden-in-your-yard/


 
● Place your rain garden at least 10 ft. away from your home. Otherwise, water 

may saturate the soil close to the foundation or even back up against it. If you 
already have water pooling close to your home, channel it with an underground 
PVC pipe to the garden. This may mean tunneling under a walkway or other 
obstruction. 

 
● Keep in mind “the big rain,” that storm a couple of times a year that will overflow 

your garden. Create an overflow zone, a slightly lower area on one side with 
stones that will channel water away once the garden fills. Locate it away from 
your house and your neighbors' homes as well. 

 
● Do not locate the garden over a septic tank or underground utility lines. 

Remember to call 811 (national number) to have your utilities marked before 
digging. 

 
 
Step Two:  Garden Depth 
 
Determine the size and depth of the rain garden based on how quickly the soil absorbs 
the water. An average rainfall should fill most of the garden but drain away in 24 hours. 
The easiest way to calculate this is to dig a small test hole in the garden area, fill it with 
water, and see how fast it drains. Then do a rough calculation of how much runoff will 
be coming down the gutters (see 'Garden size' below). 
 
You only want to capture as much water as will sink into the soil in 24 hours after a 
storm—a garden dug in sandy, well-draining soil can be deeper than a garden dug in 
poorly draining clay. To determine the ideal depth, first test the porosity of your soil. 
 
Dig a hole in your garden area about the size and depth of a large coffee can (8 in. x 8 
in. x 8 in.) and fill it with water. Time how long it takes for the water level to drop. If in 
one hour the water level has dropped by 1/2 in., you can figure the soil drains an inch in 
two hours. At this rate, the garden soil will handle 12 in. of water in a 24-hour period, 
making the ideal depth of this garden 12 in. 
 



 
 
 
Step Four: Garden Size 
 
To determine the best size for your garden, estimate the volume of water that would 
flow off the roof and down the spout that feeds it during a 1-in. rainfall (the rainfall from 
an average storm). To do this, calculate the rough area of the roof that drains down the 
spout.  
 
For example, in a 2,400-sq.-ft. rectangular home with a downspout at each corner, you'd 
have approximately 600 sq. ft. of runoff going to each downspout. Multiply by rainfall 
depth (1 in., or 1/12 ft.) to get the volume of water—50 cu. ft. in this case. If your soil 
porosity can handle a 6-in.-deep (that is, 1/2 ft.) garden bed, dividing by 1/2 ft. gives you 
a 100-sq.-ft. (10 x 10 ft.) garden size. 
 
However, it's OK to vary the size. A smaller garden can still yield big benefits. Rain 
gardens that are 30 percent smaller than ideal still handle nearly 75 percent of the storm 
watershed from a house. Of course, you can also make it larger. In any case, make 
sure the size of the garden fits your landscape. 



Step 5 
Step Five: Plant Selection 
 

 

While growing zones and soils vary dramatically throughout the country, plant selections 
for this type of garden are fairly standard. Aster, daylily, iris, sedum, coneflower, 
artemisia and sedge are examples of good rain garden specimens. Talk to your local 
university extension or other garden experts about other options for your area. 

Choose plants that have “average to moist” water requirements listed on their tag. 
Position them in the deepest parts of your rain garden. On the higher edges of the bed, 
position plants that thrive in “average to dry” water conditions. While it may seem 
intuitive to purchase moisture-loving plants for your rain garden, don't do it. Since your 
garden is designed to drain in 24 hours, the moisture-loving plants will soon be left high 
and dry. 
 



While almost any plant with the right moisture requirements will do fine in a rain garden, 
there are some good reasons to select native plants. Native grasses, wildflowers and 
shrubs generally have very deep root systems, sometimes burrowing down 10 ft. or 
more. Most native plants also cast off their roots annually, growing new roots and 
providing more soil aeration and pathways for water to flow. And because they're 
indigenous, you know these plants will thrive in your zone and soil conditions. 
 
 
Step Six:  TLC for the First year 
 

● Baby your garden its first year. Mulch with shredded hardwood mulch (not pine 
bark or wood chips, which will float away) and weed regularly. 
 

● Dig a notch into the berm on the low side to allow about half the water to flow out 
for the first year. Young plants can't handle a large volume of water. 
 

● Add large decorative rocks at the garden's entrance to prevent heavy rain from 
washing out young plants. 
 

● Water your new garden about an inch per week during dry spells. If you select 
native species, you'll find that these plants will be highly tolerant of dry conditions 
once they mature. 

 
 
You will find much information online about creating rain gardens.  Citizen Solution 
offers several online courses about building and maintaining rain gardens for a very 
reasonable cost. Check it out and you may be inspired to turn your next garden bed 
from a needy prima donna into a hardworking eco champion! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(See diagram below) 

http://www.citizensolution.org/online-courses/


 

 
 

 


