
What is a Rain Garden?

Rain gardens are perennial gardens designed to capture 
stormwater runoff  from a roof, parking lot or other 
impervious surface. 

Rain gardens reduce 
t h e  a m o u n t  o f  
stormwater discharging 
to stormdrains, streams 
and lakes. The result is 
less sediment, nutrients, 
b a c t e r i a  a n d  o t h e r 
contaminants in our 
waterways. Plus, when 
precipitation infiltrates 
on-site, groundwater 
sources are recharged.

Common Questions

Does a rain garden form a pond?

No. Rain water will infiltrate the soil and the garden will be 
dry between rain events.

Will mosquitos breed in the rain garden?

No. Mosquitos require 7 to 12 days to lay and hatch eggs. 
Precipitation will infiltrate within a few days in a rain garden. 

Rain gardens attract dragonflies, which eat mosquitoes.

Is a rain garden expensive?

With the help of  family and friends for labor, costs can 
be minimal. The greatest cost is the plants. Ask those you 
know if  they have any perrenials ready to divide and you will 
minimize your expenses. Just be sure to confirm with your local 
Conservation District or Extension Service that the plants are 
non-invasive and appropriate for a rain garden.

Do rain gardens require a lot of maintenance?

In the first two years, some weeding, watering, and remulching 
will be necessary. Once plants are mature, they may require 

thinning.

Rain Gardens  Attractive On-Site Stormwater Management

Rain Garden Resources

For more detai led 
information on rain 
gardens, their benefits, 
and how to construct 
them, please consult the 
following resources:

Vermont Organizations:

Winooski Natural Resources Conservation District

 802-828-4493

Abbey.Willard@vt.nacdnet.net

VT Agency of Natural Resources

 802-879-2339

 Karen.Bates@vt.state.us

UVM Extension Master Gardener Hotline

 800-639-2230

 Master.Gardener@uvm.edu

Web Based Organizations:

University of Wisconson Extension 

 http://clean-water.uwex.edu/pubs/raingarden/

 Rain Gardens of West Michigan

 http://www.raingardens.org/Create_A_Garden.php

City of Maplewood, Minnesota, Rain Garden Site

 http://www.maplewoodmn.govoffice.com/index.asp 

 (Click on “Maplewood Stormwater Management” on the right 

 side of  the page, then click on “Rainwater Gardens”)

This brochure was produced by:

Winooski Natural Resources Conservation District

1193 South Brownell Road, Williston, VT 05495

The following organizations provided financial assistance:

Thanks also to generous support from:

      Gardener’s Supply Company ~ www.gardeners.com

      HINGE Graphic Design ~ www.hingegraphicdesign.com  

The University of  Wisconsin Extension publication, “Rain Gardens: A How-to 
Manual for Homeowners,” was utilized to create this brochure.

A Vermont Youth Conservation Corps member 
plants Bee Balm in a South Burlington rain 
garden.

A recently completed neighborhood rain garden 
in Vermont.
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Step
 1. Site &

 Size

In selecting a site for your rain garden, choose a fully or partially 
sunny spot that is at least 10 ft. from

 any building foundation and not 
over a septic system

. L
ocate it so the garden w

ill intercept runoff, uphill 
from

 any current ponding area. It is easiest to locate your rain garden 
so it w

ill collect roof runoff from
 one or m

ore dow
nspouts. A

lso, keep 
in m

ind that gentle slopes are easier to dig since they require less depth. 

T
he size of your rain garden w

ill depend on the slope, soil and 
drainage area of your site. T

o determ
ine the size, first calculate 

the drainage area for your rain garden. T
he rain garden w

ill be 
approxim

ately 20-30%
 of your drainage area. Follow

 the steps below
 

to determ
ine the area and depth of your rain garden.

1. C
alcu

late roof p
ortion

/im
p

erviou
s d

rain
age area: 

 
(L

ength) x (W
idth ) =

  ______ft .2

2. C
alcu

late th
e slop

e of you
r site: 

w
ater during a rain event. M

anufactured or natural edging can be used 
to create a defined look and help keep out w

eeds and grass.

A
 dow

nspout extension or plastic 
H

D
PE

 
pipe buried below

 the grass can 
direct rain w

ater to your garden. A
lso, 

a perforated drainage pipe in a bed of 
gravel at the floor of your rain garden 
w

ill help w
ith drainage. If you choose 

to insert one, the pipe should be laid 
perforated side dow

n, at a 2%
 slope. 

T
he outlet end of the pipe needs to be 

protected from
 clogging and drain to 

an area that can accept the w
ater. 

Step
 3. P

lan
t &

 M
u

lch

B
efore you plant your garden, create a planting plan that show

s the 
layout of your garden. T

he m
ost im

portant criteria in choosing plants 
for a rain garden is that they should be able to w

ithstand som
e brief 

inundation of w
ater, but also are tolerant of drier conditions. N

ative 
plants are often an excellent choice, since they are w

ell adapted to 
our clim

ate and are easy to care for. M
any attractive native plants 

can be found at local nurseries and garden centers. C
onsider using a 

com
bination of different types of plants in your garden, including 

flow
ering perennials, grasses, sedges, ferns, and sm

all shrubs. B
e careful 

that you do not plant any invasive species.

E
xam

ples of attractive plants native to V
erm

ont include:

For each plant, dig a hole tw
ice as w

ide as the plant root m
ass and 

deep enough so the soil level of the potted plant w
ill be at the rain 

garden soil level. T
am

p the soil around the roots and w
ater thoroughly. 

T
op off your rain garden w

ith a couple inches of shredded hardw
ood 

m
ulch. 

Step
 4

. W
ater,  W

eed
 &

 E
n

jo
y!

A
s the plants are establishing them

selves, they w
ill need about an inch 

of w
ater per w

eek. A
fter the first season, the garden should get m

ost of 
the w

ater it needs from
 rain events. W

eeding the garden at least once a 
year w

ill help your plants flourish. R
ain garden plants should not need 

fertilizing and in fact, fertilizing can be harm
ful to stream

s and lakes. 
Your com

pleted rain garden w
ill offer beauty, habitat and storm

w
ater 

storage for years to com
e !

Joe P
ye W

eed
 (E

upatorium
 m

aculatum
)

B
lu

e L
ob

elia (Lobelia siphilitica)

B
ee B

alm
 (M

oarda didym
a)

N
ew

 E
n

glan
d

 A
ster (Aster novae-angiliae)

C
in

n
am

on
 Fern

 (O
sm

unda cinnam
om

ea)

B
lu

e V
ervain

 (Verbena hastata)

R
ed

-O
sier D

ogw
ood

 (C
ornus sericea)

W
in

terb
erry (Ilex verticillata)

W
h

ite T
u

rtleh
ead

 (C
helone glabra)

P
u

ssy W
illow

 (Salix discolor)

B
lack

-E
yed

 Su
san

 (R
udbeckia hirta)

B
lu

e F
lag Iris (Iris versicolor)

 •  Pound tw
o stakes, about 15 feet apart, at the uphill and dow

nhill  
 

 
ends of your site.

 •  U
se a carpenter’s level and string to create a horizontal line  

 
 

betw
een the tw

o stakes.

 •  M
easure the total length of the string and the height of the string  

 
 

at the dow
nhill stake, in inches. 

 •  D
ivide the height by the length and m

ultiply the result by 100.  
 

 
T

his num
ber is your slope. 

 •  U
se the table to the right to determ

ine the  
 

 
depth of your rain garden.

Slop
e

D
ep

th

<
 4%

3”- 5”

5-7%
6”- 7”

8-12%
8”

3. D
eterm

in
e you

r soil typ
e:

 
•  R

oll a clum
p of m

oist soil into a ball.

 •  U
sing your thum

b, roll the ball along your forefinger to try to  
 

 
m

ake a ribbon of uniform
 thickness and w

idth. 

 •  If no or only a w
eak ribbon can be form

ed, the soil is sandy.

 •  If a 1-2” ribbon is form
ed, the soil is silty.

 •  If the ribbon is greater than 2” the soils is high in clay and w
ill  

 
 

likely need am
endm

ents to increase infiltration.

4. C
alcu

late th
e size of you

r rain
 gard

en
:

From
 your above calculations on depth and soil type, use the table 

below
 to determ

ine your size factor. T
hen m

ultiply the size factor by 
your drainage area. T

his is your recom
m

ended rain garden area.

Soil T
yp

e
3”- 5”

6”- 7”
8”

Sandy
0.19

0.15
0.08

Silty
0.34

0.25
0.16

C
lay

0.43
0.32

0.20

X
=

Size Factor
D

rainage A
rea

R
ain G

arden A
rea

Step
 2. D

ig/E
x

cavate
For safety, call your local utility com

pany  or D
ig Safe before you begin. 

L
oosen the soil to a depth of at least tw

o feet. A
dding am

endm
ents 

if necessary (sand and/or com
post), create a level bed at the depth 

determ
ined in Step 1. E

xcavated soil can be used to create a berm
 on 

the dow
nhill sides of the rain garden. T

he berm
 w

ill help retain the 

W
inooski C

onservation D
istrict staff w

orks 
on a rain garden at the W

illiston Tow
n 

Library.

Joe Pye W
eed is a native Verm

ont plant that 
w

ill thrive in rain gardens.


