
When it rains, water from roofs, driveways, sidewalks, and roads is directed to storm drain 
inlets and travels, unfiltered and untreated, straight to the nearest stream or river. This runoff 
often picks up pesticides, excess nutrients from fertilizers and pet waste, litter, and fluids 
from leaking cars. The amount of runoff itself can be a problem because all the extra water is 
being directed to waterways not naturally formed to carry it. The sudden surge and velocity 
of the runoff causes bank erosion. Erosion causes muddiness or sedimentation in the stream
which harms wildlife and can cause homeowners to lose land and property along
an eroded stream bank. 

Homeowners, renters, and building managers can reduce runoff and promote infiltration, 
allowing the water to soak into the soil, by putting in rain gardens and rain barrels. Rain 
barrels collect and store water that runs off your roof and would normally be directed to 
the street and storm drain inlet. In addition to recharging the ground water supply and 
decreasing the impact of runoff to streams, collecting the rain water can reduce your use 
of municipal water. A rain barrel is an easy way to get clean, fresh water for your yard and 
garden, and it’s FREE.
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Things to remember when using a rain barrel:

• Inlet must be covered by a mesh screen to prevent debris and mosquitoes from 
entering the rain barrel.

• Overflow must be directed away from the house foundation or back into the 
downspout outlet pipe. Some municipalities do not allow downspout disconnection, 
so either a diverter should be used or the overflow must be directed back into the 
downspout outlet pipe.

• Downspout diverters allow excess rain water to continue to flow down the downspout 
drain when the rain barrel is full.

• Rain water is soft and contains no chlorine, lime or calcium; and it’s free!



Common Questions

Where can I get a rain barrel?
As rain barrels become more popular, they are becoming easier to find. Most large garden centers now carry 
them. They can also be found at specialty shops and can be ordered on-line. Visit our web site for a full list of 
sources.

What can I do if my rain barrel overflows?
It is essential to consider the impact of heavy rains on your collection system. An overflowing rain  barrel has the 
potential to erode your home’s foundation. In all cases, your rain barrel should have an overflow outlet near the 
top. Management tips include:

• Connect a hose to the overflow outlet and direct this away from your foundation at least 6 feet.
• Use a downspout diverter to fill your barrel and let the overflow drain back into the downspout.
• Use up the water in your barrel between rain events so that it is empty before the next rainfall.
• The overflow outlet should be approximately the same size as the inlet pipe, or larger, to prevent backups.

Why should I use a rain barrel?
Your rain barrel provides a good way to conserve water. In the summer, residential irrigation may     account for 
up to 40% of water consumption. Rain barrels help alleviate this need by storing rainwater from your rooftop for 
use in your garden, watering your lawn, or even washing your car.  You can save money on your water bill and 
reduce the runoff to streams at the same time.

How can I use the water I collect?
Elevate your barrel a few feet on blocks or bricks so that a watering can or bucket can be placed under the spigot. 
There is very little water pressure present, so raising the barrel will increase the pressure. You cannot run a 
sprinkler with the low pressure from the barrel but you can attach a soaker hose to gradually water your plants 
and empty the barrel. Be sure to use a filter screen since the water may have debris or algae that will clog the 
hose. Rainwater is excellent for watering house plants, too.

Quick Rain Barrel Tips
• Do not use collected water for drinking, cooking or bathing. If moss killer has been used on the roof, let 

a few rain events bypass the barrel before collecting water.
• Empty your barrel in the fall to prevent it from splitting when the water freezes in the winter. This is a 

good time to give it a thorough cleaning to remove accumulated debris and algae.
• Always keep any openings covered with screening to keep out mosquitoes, leaves and debris.
• Keep the lid secure so children or animals cannot fall or get into the barrel.
• Elevate the barrel for easier spigot access and to increase water pressure.
• For additional capacity, connect multiple barrels.
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