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How to build a residential rain garden.

Scranton gets an average of 37 inches of rain a year. Rain that runs off your roof can
bow into a sewer pipe, stream or groundwater. Why not put it to another use? You can
create an attractive rain garden in your yard that captures runoff and lets it soak into the
ground. Containing rainwater from hard surfaces on your property also reduces wear
and tear on the sewer system and protects the quality of streams and groundwater.

What is a rain garden?

A rain garden is a shallow depression
that collects rainwater and is often planted
with native plants.

They can blend with your existing
landscape, and design can be formal or
informal. Arain garden is a great place
to direct the water from disconnected
downspouts or paved areas, or to capture
the overpow from a rainwater harvesting
system.

Other brochures in this series show
you how to disconnect downspouts, build
a soakage trench, or install a rain barrel to
manage the stormwater runoff. Refer to
the resources section to get copies.

Why plant a rain garden?

When rain falls, it washes over roofs,
driveways and other impervious surfaces.
If stormwater runoff isnit managed
properly, it can wash dirt, oil and chemicals
into rivers, streams and groundwater.

A rain garden that ylters pollutants
as water soaks into the ground also
replenishes groundwater, helps reduce
pooding and erosion in streams, keeps
sewers from backing up into basements,
and reduces combined sewer overpows
(CSOs). Rain gardens can also provide
habitat for birds, butterpies, and beneycial

insects, like bees.

Rain Gardens

Are there incentives?

By installing a rain garden and taking
other steps to help inyltrate rain into the
soil on your property, you are helping to
conserve water resources and you are
helping reduce the amount of storm water
that pows into our rivers and streams.

How to begin?

Start by learning about your site and
preparing a good plan to ensure that
the plants in your rain garden thrive and
stormwater soaks into the ground. This
brochure describes an easy, four step
process to help you create your rain
garden. See the resources section for
more information on managing stormwater
safely on your property.
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1. Observe your site

Do your roof downspouts already
discharge onto your lawn? Are they
connected to the sewer system or a drywell?
Does your driveway runoff go into your yard or
into the street? Locate your rain garden where
it will intercept and collect the most runoff.

Draw what you see
A Sketch a site plan. You can start by
printing an aerial view of your property from
Google Earth or a similar Internet web-
mapping tool.
A Mark the locations of downspouts and
paved areas. You can always move a
downspout and re-grade gutters so the rain
drains to a suitable location to build your rain
garden, such as landscaped or lawn areas.
A Estimate the square footage of your roof
area and pavement that will drain to the rain
garden.
A Map out where you might construct a rain
garden. Choose spots that are downslope
of the downspouts or paved areas that will
drain to the rain garden.

Safety considerations

A Call before you dig. Make sure you donit
damage underground utilities by digging a
rain garden. Call 1-800-332-2344 to locate
all underground utilities. The service is free.
A You may need to add or remove soil to
make sure that the slope of the ground
allows water to pow away from buildings,
including your house and garage.

A Disconnected downspouts must discharge
water at least six feet from a buildingis
basement and two feet from a buildingis
crawl space or concrete slab foundation.

A Water in your rain garden must be at least
yve feet away from neighboring properties
and three feet away from public sidewalks.

A Do not locate the rain garden over a septic
system, drain yeld or underground oil tank
unless they have been decommissioned.

A Avoid building a rain garden in
an area that is too small for good
drainage or too close to a
retaining wall.

Other factors to consider

A Itis easier to build a rain garden in a
relatively pat area.

A A naturally low spot with good drainage

is ideal for a rain garden because

water already ends up there.

A Avoid building a rain garden where

water ponds, because that indicates that
soils donit drain well.

A Consider removing paved surfaces to
create space for a rain garden, or replacing
pavement or concrete with pavers or gravel
where appropriate.

A Avoid placing rain gardens underneath the
canopy of existing trees.

You do not need city permits to construct a

residential rain garden if:

A You donit excavate or remove more than
10 cubic yards of dirt (thatis about enough to
yll one standard size dump truck);

A You donit disturb over 500 square feet of
landscape area (about the size of a small
two-car garage);

A Your property has less than a 10% slope
(see fiMeasuring slopeo);

A Your property is not within 50 feet of a
wetland or water body;

A Your property is not in a poodplain; or

A You do not install underground piping (such
as soakage trenches or French drains).

If any of these conditions do apply to your
property, you may need to include additional
options to safely manage stormwater. See
this brochureis resources section for more
information on managing stormwater safely on
your property.
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2. Design your rain
garden

Add your rain garden to your existing
site plan. Mark where you might move
downspouts, where stormwater comes from
and pows to, and where you might add or
move plants.

Make sure your rain garden is large
enough to drain the water directed to it within
36 hours. This keeps water from stagnating
and mosquitoes from breeding. Size your
rain garden to be at least 10% of the area that
drains to it.

For example, if 500 square feet of rooftop
drains to your rain garden, the rain garden
should be at least 50 square feet.

roof area
500 sq. ft. x

sizing factor
10% =

rain garden size
50 sq. ft. (‘or 50 x100)

If your soils drain slowly, your rain garden
may need to be larger.

Test your soils

Dig a hole two feet deep and two feet wide
where the deepest part of the rain garden will
be. Fill the hole with water and let it drain
completely. Fill it again and monitor how fast
the water drains. If it drains within 24 hours,
this is a good spot to locate a rain garden. Itis
a good idea to dig a couple of holes to see if
drainage in your yard is uniform.

Sand, gravel or compost can improve
drainage. Till in a mix of two thirds sandy
loam topsoil and one third compost to improve
conditions for plant growth. Blend it well to a
depth of 18 inches to loosen compacted soil
and allow plant roots to establish more quickly.

Direct water away from your

house

An above-ground pipe is the easiest way to
convey water from your downspout to your rain
garden. Metal downspout material is durable
and easy to ynd at hardware stores. Make
sure that materials you use are sturdy and
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made for outdoor conditions (no dryer hose or
indoor tubing). Suggested materials include
cast iron and Schedule 40 ABS or PVC. If you
are draining less than 1,500 square feet of
roof to your rain garden, you should use 3-inch
pipe. If you are draining more roof area, use
4-inch pipe. You may want to:

A Direct the water into a shallow conveyance

swale (make sure the swale is lined if itis

close to buildings);
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A Build a rock-lined swale that looks like a dry
creek bed;

A Carve a channel in a piece of pagstone;

A Send water through a piece of bamboo into
a container or let it splash onto a rock; or

A Use a concrete or plastic splashblock.

Plan where the rain garden will overpow
when itis full. Make sure excess water will
pow away from buildings and neighboring
properties. You may need to use additional
stormwater management options to handle
the overpow or if you only have a small
area available for a rain garden. See this
brochureis resources section for more
information on managing stormwater safely
on your property.






