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What is a rain garden?`&Why you should build one
A rain garden is a shallow depressed garden consisting 
of hearty native plants and shrubs, which helps collect 
stormwater runoff from your grass, roof and driveway!

Compared to a manicured lawn, rain gardens capture 
30% more stormwater   

- Rain gardens prevent excess stormwater from entering 
the city sewers 

- They help filter pollutions like road salt and pesticides-  

- They help excess stormwater re-enter the groundwater 
system and recharge aquifers 



1. In order to prevent water from entering the 
foundation, it should be located at least 3m (10ft) from 
your house, but less than 9m (30ft) from your 
downspout.  

2. Choose a level, low lying area where water naturally 
drains but does not pool 

3. Ideally 3. Ideally your rain garden should receive as much 
sunlight as possible 

4. Your garden should be located a minimum of 4m 
(13ft) away from septic tanks 

5. B5. Before you dig, ensure you mark all underground 
utilities. Use the Ontario One Call online locate form to 
locate underground infrastructure before you dig or 
call 1-800-400-2255.   

Designing your garden



Once you’ve determined the location of your garden, it’s 
time to dig. Your garden can be any size you like, but 
typically smaller gardens should be deeper to work as 
effectively as a larger garden. 

Rain gardens between 10-30 square meters (100-300 
square feet) should be 10-20 cm (4-8 in) deep. Small 
gardens should be approximately 76cm (2.5 ft) deep. 

It is important that the sides It is important that the sides of the garden are sloped to 
the deepest point and that the garden is level to ensure 
the best infiltration.    

Digging your garden



Soil composition is a very important part of 
building a rain garden, as some soils have higher 
infiltration than others meaning that the water will 
drain faster. 

Rain garden soils should be high in Rain garden soils should be high in compost and 
sand to encourage infiltration. Soils high in clay 
have poor infiltration and retain water longer.  You 
can test if your existing soil has good drainage by 
digging a hole approximately 6 inches deep and 
filling it with water, the water should drain in 24-48 
hours. If the water doesn’t drain after 48 hours you 
can mix in sand until the can mix in sand until the water drains quickly 
enough. 

To learn more about soil composition, and for help 
determining if your garden soil is silt, clay or loam 
visit riverinstitute.ca/soils and follow along with the 
“Do You Know Your Soil?” activity.

Don’t worry if your soil is high in clay as there are 
many native plants that will do well in these types 
of soils, see the plant guide for some suggestions. 

Soil Composition



Creating an Inlet
Ideally stormwater should have a clear path to your rain 
garden, there are a few of methods in which you can 
create an inlet for the water. 

Extend your downspout or rain barrel to the edge of 
your garden or build an infiltration trench lined with 
plants or small stones. 

TThere should also be some small stones where the 
water will enter your garden in order to slow the flow of 
the water and prevent soil erosion.  



Why Plant Native Plants? 
- They tend to have deep root systems
- They tend to be perennial and don’t need to be 
replanted every year 
- They are best for pollinators and local wildlife 
- They survive best in local conditions 
- - They are relatively inexpensive compared to non-native 
plants 
- Non-native plants outcompete native plants and can 
have negative impacts on local wildlife 

Finally it’s time to choose your plants, it is most helpful 
to choose plants that can tolerate both wet and dry 
conditions, planting those that require the most water in 
the middle (at the deepest part) of the garden, and 
those with slightly drier requirements at the edges, as 
water will spend the most time in the middle of the 
garden.

It is also a good idea It is also a good idea to mix different plants, flowers, 
shrubs, and grasses - this will provide a garden that has 
lots of colour and texture and will still look nice in the 
winter months. 
 

plants



Maintaining your rain garden does not require a lot of 
work, but your garden does require some extra care in 
the first month to help it establish. Water a few times a 
week for the first month, ensuring that you are watering 
15-30 cm deep. After the first month you should water 
your garden during dry spells if it has not rained for a 
few days. After the first year or two your garden will 
require little require little to no additional watering. 

You should mulch your garden initially, making sure to 
use hardwood chips in a layer that is 10cm thick. After 
the first year you only need to maintain the 10 cm 
thickness of your mulch. 

That’s it! All that’s left to do is enjoy your garden.  

Maintaining your garden



Here is a guide with some suggestions of native plants 
that would be ideal to plant in a rain garden.

Legend

Maximum height the plant will reach.

Ideal soils for plant growth, sandy soils, 
loamy soils & clay soils.

Ideal light conditions for plant growth, 
full shade, part shade, full sun.

Ideal moisture conditions for plant 
growth, dry, medium, wet.

Additional benefits, resistance to deer, 
medicial benefits, edible plant parts, 
attracts butterflies, birds, bees, 
hummingbirds.

*Unless otherwise indicated photos from Smith R.W.
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