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New England Aster
Aster novae-anglia
Cardinal Flow er
Lobelia cardinalis
Great Blue Lobelia
Lobelia silphilitica
Swamp Milkw eed
Asclepias incarnata
Butterfly Milkw eed
Asclepias tuberosa
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1. Siting your Rain Garden

You should locate your rain garden on a downhill slope ten
to twenty feet away from the house, near a downspout
(figure 1.) to prevent water from seeping into your founda-
tion. Although it can be placed over a septic leach field it
should not be placed directly over a septic tank. Finally, it
should not be located in an area which has standing water
for long periods of time. Rain gardens can improve poor
water infiltration but cannot survive long-term flooding.

2. Sizing your Rain Garden

Although rain garden size is not critical—any rain garden is
a good rain garden! — its efficiency will depend on several
factors: how large and/or deep the garden can be made;
what type of soils the garden site has; and the amount of
roof and other areas draining into the garden.

First, size your rain garden to fit your landscape.

Sometimes you only have so much space you can devote
to the garden or you
can only dig so deep
into your yard due to
utilities, roots, rocks or
other obstructions. If
you are not limited by
space, a good guide
may be an 8 X 10’
area to drain one
downspout from a
typical house.
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Second, size your rain
garden to fit your soils.
The native (existing) soils will naturally infiltrate a certain
amount of water. Although most rain gardens are 4 to 8
inches deep, you should determine your infiltration rate so
that the garden drains within 24 hours, which is less time
than mosquito larvae need to mature. To conduct a
simple soil percolation test, dig a hole in the garden area,
8” X 87, fill it with water and let it drain once. After filling it
a second time, measure how far it drains in 4 hours and

fig. 1. location & proper sizing for runoff

ING YOUR RAIN GARDEN

multiply that number by 6 to get your 24-hour drain time and
depth. Example:

(hole drains 1-1/2 inches in 4 hours) X 6 = 9 inches:
— your garden can be up to 9 inches deep

Third, size your rain garden to fit your runoff.

Most of the water in the rain garden will come from your roof
through your downspouts. First, determine the amount of
roof area draining to your rain garden by taking the square
footage of your home and multiplying it by the fraction of the
roof that goes into that downspout. This is the roof drainage
area or RDA. Add in any adjacent impervious areas that will
directly run into the garden (sidewalk, parking lot, etc.) A
good guide is that the ratio of roof drainage area to rain
garden area (RGA) should be 5:1. Example:

home 20’ wide x 50’ long = 1000 sq. ft.
1 of 4 downspouts drain to garden = 250 sq. ft. RDA
— your garden should be 1/5 x 250 RDA = 50 sq. ft.

See the Geauga Soil & Water Conservation District’'s “Rain
Garden Manual for Homeowners” for more installation
information, including plans for clay & sandy soils, slopes, etc.
It is available on our website: www.raingardeninitiative.org.

3. Building your Rain Garden

Mark the boundary of the garden with string. Then put stakes
along the uphill and downbhill sides, five feet apart, so that
each uphill stake lines up with a downhill stake. If the lawn is
almost flat, you will be digging at the same depth throughout

the garden and using the soil for the berm. If the lawn is
sloped, the high end will need to be dug out more and its soil
will be used at the downhill berm to make it higher. The key is
to ensure that the bottom of the garden remains level so that
infiltration is evenly distributed and maximized (figure 2.)

Starting at one end of the rain garden, tie a string from the
uphill stake and connect it to its downhill stake while keeping
the string level. Start digging at the uphill side of the string.
Measure down from the string and dig until you reach the
depth you want the garden should be: if you want a garden 4
inches deep, dig four inches down from the string.

Hand dig, double dig, or use a rototiller to create the basin of
the rain garden; dig deeper to loosen clay soils. An ideal soil
mix would be a mix of 50-60% sand, 30-40% loamy topsoil
and 5-10% organic matter from yard waste or compost. If soil
structure is poor (heavy clay or high sand content), amend
with compost or peat. In the worst circumstances of imper-
meable clay soils, complete soil replacement with an
engineered mix may be required, including additional
underdrain construction to provide an outflow for large storm
events. After digging the basin and doing any amending,
re-test the soil’s infiltration of water to make sure that the
basin still drains in 24 hours or less.
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fig. 2. digging out the rain garden; creating the berm

4. Planting your Rain Garden

When choosing plants for the garden, it is important to re-
member that this is a garden for YOU: pick attractive plants
that you like. Consider the height, shape, texture, bloom time
and color of plants (see our plant list) to ensure a long
flowering season and a good color palette.

Deep-rooted plants are the essential component of the rain
garden, as they penetrate and break up the soil. This
improves soil structure and increases water infiltration.
Native plants tend to have much deeper root systems and are
adapted to local soil types, improving their chance of survival

and reproduction. Most of the plants in our zone’s rain
garden list prefer sun to partial shade and average to
moist soil conditions.

Mapiewood, MN: Photo

Planting guidelines:

I

Select plants with well-established root systems. Plugs
are economical 2” potted plants with established root
systems. Seeds can be less expensive but take more
time to establish; larger plants fill out the garden faster
but cost more.

~ Draw a plan for where each plant will go in the garden.

~ Dig each hole twice as wide as the plant and deep
enough so the plant sits on the bottom of the hole with
the tops of its roots level with the surface. Fill the hole
and tamp firmly to remove air pockets in the soil.

~ Apply heavy, coarse mulch evenly over the bed about
two inches thick. Do not bury the crowns of the plants.

~ Label plants or plant groups to aid in identifying weeds
in the garden.

~ Water plants immediately after planting and continue to
water twice a week — unless it rains — until the plants
are established.

5. Maintaining your Rain Garden

Your rain garden will most likely require watering for the
first month until the plants are well-established. Weeding
will be needed for the first two years until the plants fill out
to the desired density, assuming it is mulched annually.
Remove weeds and their roots promptly. Maintenance
time will decrease over the years as the native plants out-
compete the weeds. After each growing season, the plant
stems and seed heads can be trimmed back or left for
winter interest, wildlife cover, and animal food. Once
spring arrives, cut back the old growth.



