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A rain garden is a landscaped area specially designed to collect rainfall and stormwater runoff and improve water quality. The rain garden forms a bioretention area by collecting water runoff and storing it, permitting it be filtered and slowly absorbed by the soil. The bioretention concept is based on the hydrologic function of forest habitat, in which the forest produces a spongy litter layer that soaks up water and allows it to slowly penetrate the soil layer. The site for a rain garden should be placed strategically to intercept water runoff.

A nutrient removal or filtering process takes place as the water comes in contact with the soil and the roots of trees, shrubs  and vegetation. This process accounts for the improved water quality. The first flush of rain water is ponded in the depression of the rain garden, and contains the highest concentration of materials washed off impervious surfaces such as roofs, roads, and parking lots.

Who Should Create A Rain Garden?

Rain gardens are suitable for any land use situation, residential, commercial, or industrial. A rain garden should be placed so that impervious surfaces will drain into a depression area. Its purpose is to minimize the volume and improve the quality of water entering conventional storm drains and nearby streams.

Components of a rain garden

A grass buffer strip will slow water as it enters a rain garden and its surface filters particulates from the runoff. A depression area stores the water, provides for evaporation, and allows the particulate material, not filtered by the grass buffer, to settle to the bottom. The ponding area should have a depth of 6 inches, sufficient to provide adequate water storage, but should not pond in excess of four days (to avoid mosquito and other insect breeding).

A mulch or organic layer provides for the decomposition of organic material, and also plays an important role in the removal of metals. Shredded hardwood mulch is the preferred choice, since it allows for maximum surface area for binding and resists flotation/washout.

Plant Selection
A planting plan design should include species that tolerate extremes. There will be periods of water inundation and very dry periods. Most riparian plant species will do well in rain gardens. The choice of species should include plants that mimic forest habitat and have an aesthetic landscape value such as flowers, berries, interesting leaves or bark. Groundcovers, perennials shrubs, and trees should be incorporated into the planting design.  Avoid invasive species and choose a mixture of tall, medium, and low growing species.
Plant Installation

Install plants in their proper moisture zones.  Plant shrubs and perennials in groups of three to five of the same species.  Trees can be planted in groups or individually.  Plant taller and larger plants in the center or at one end of the garden, depending on the views.  Plant shorter plants where they can be seen easily, around the garden edges, in front of larger plants, or underneath taller plants.

Site Considerations

Each site should be considered unique. Microclimates (light, temperature and wind), and the size of the drainage area will influence the size of the rain garden and plant selection process. The shape of the garden is not as important as the area available for bioretention. 

If you would like more information on rain gardens please consider attending a hands-on workshop on March 24 where you can observe and/or participate in a rain garden installation.  Plant lists will be provide as well.  Call 872-4580 for more information or to register.  Space is limited.
For more information about landscape topics contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension office. The local Virginia Cooperative Extension office numbers are Albemarle 872-4580, Fluvanna 591-1950, Greene 985-5236, Louisa 540-967-3422, and Nelson 263-4035.
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