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f a r m s t e a d

Easy to install and surprisingly 
versatile, rain barrels offer a 
money-saving means to capture, 
store, and distribute water.
B y  K u r t  L a w t o n

It’s an oLd concept	making	a	big	comeback—

rain	barrels	are	fast	becoming	the	chosen	means	

of	catching	and	storing	rainwater	to	help	quench	

parched	flowers,	gardens	and	landscaping	during	

dry	spells.	They’re	relatively	inexpensive	to	

purchase,	a	cinch	to	install,	and	they’re	cost	

efficient,	especially	when	compared	to	usage	

rates	charged	by	municipal	and	rural	water	

systems.	In	many	places,	due	to	the	rising	costs	

of	pumping	and	filtering	water	from	rural	wells,	

runoff	and	other	environmental	concerns,	they’re	

also	replacing	or	augmenting	the	cisterns	of	

yesteryear.

How	do	rain	barrels	work?	Simply	put,	you	trim	

back	one	gutter	downspout	and	direct	the	water	

into	the	top	of	the	barrel	where	it’s	saved	and	

used	between	rains.	The	great	thing	about	this	

project	is	you	can	either	buy	an	off-the-shelf-ready	

rain	barrel,	or	you	can	save	money	by	buying	and	

assembling	your	own	system.

Most rain barrels are made to be placed under a downspout. If 
you plan to use just one, consider where you’ll need the water. 
Placing it closest to landscaping you plan to water is best, to 
reduce hose length.

Second, you may also want to consider the aesthetics of the 
barrel and who can view it from your planned location—if that 
is a concern. And third, calculate how much water will exit 
that downspout. For every 100 square feet (10 feet by 10 feet) 
of roof leading to the target downspout, a 1-inch rain delivers 
63 gallons—hence the need for overflow outlets and hoses into 
your yard to keep your rain barrel from flooding. You can also 
connect multiple barrels together for greater rainwater storage.

Next, consider how you want to use the captured water. 
To fill buckets for watering hanging baskets and washing 
cars, most off-the-shelf barrels come with spouts. (See below 
for tips on adding spouts to barrels you make yourself.) 
Hoses, including soaker hoses, can be added to apply water 
throughout your landscaping. 

A few tips to keep in mind: While you shouldn’t bury a soaker 
hose in the soil, you can hide it under mulch. Te typical soaker 
hose, which is made of a porous material, will apply water within 
8 to 12 inches of its location. And, be sure to elevate your rain 
barrel on a sturdy, level platform—such as cinder blocks—to help 
gravity push water through the hose to a flat or downhill location. 

To determine how much water your landscape/flowers 
need, check with a local landscape or garden pro, or contact 
your county extension service at www.csrees.usda.gov/extension. 
You should also check local codes, especially if you live in the 
Southwest, to make sure it’s legal to harvest rainwater, even if 
it does come off your roof.

Most important is to use dark-colored rain barrels in hues such 
as dark greens, browns, grays, blues or black (you can also 
paint them). Such colors help block out UV rays that foster 
algae growth. Make sure the barrel has a top that seals well 
to keep out mosquitoes, criters and small children. If you’re 
wanting to make your own, food-processing plants are a good 
resource for inexpensive plastic drums. Just be sure to clean 
out the container before storing water. 

For constructing your own rain barrel, there are a variety 
of supplies and methods you can use. Te basic features are 
similar: a mosquito screen placed over the intake and overflow 
holes, a spigot placed at a height to fit a bucket or watering 
container underneath, and a lower drain hole designed to 
lead to a soaker hose. For detailed instructions, check out 
this how-to from the University of Rhode Island Cooperative 
Extension: www.uri.edu/ce/healthylandscapes/howtorainb.html. 

Harvest
      the

Rain
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