
Abingdon Region Offi ce: 
Phone: (276) 676-5488 ; FAX: (276) 676-5581
Bland, Buchanan, Carroll, Dickenson, Grayson, Lee, Russell, Scott, 
Smyth, Tazewell, Washington, Wise, and Wythe counties 

Salem Region Offi ce:
Phone: (540) 387-5461 ; FAX: (540) 387-5445
Alleghany, Bath, Bedford, Botetourt Craig, Floyd, Franklin, Giles, 
Henry, Highland, Montgomery, Patrick, Pittsylvania, Pulaski, 
Roanoke, and Rockbridge counties

Farmville Region Offi ce:
Phone: (804) 392-4159 ; FAX: (804) 392-1550
Amelia, Appomattox, Buckingham, Campbell, Charlotte, Cumberland, 
Halifax, Lunenburg, Mecklenburg, Nottoway, Powhatan, and Prince 
Edward counties 

Charlottesville Region Offi ce:
Phone: (434) 977-5193 ; FAX: (434) 296-3290
Albemarle, Amherst, Augusta, Clarke, Culpeper, Fairfax, Fauquier, 
Fluvanna, Frederick, Goochland, Greene, Loudoun, Louisa, Madison, 
Nelson, Orange, Page, Prince William, Rappahannock, Rockingham, 
Shenandoah and Warren counties

Tappahannock Region Offi ce:
Phone: (804) 443-2211 ; FAX: (804) 443-3164
Caroline, Charles City, Chesterfi eld, Essex, Gloucester, Hanover, 
Henrico, James City, King & Queen, King George, King William, 
Lancaster, Mathews, Middlesex, New Kent, Northumberland, 
Spotsylvania, Stafford, Westmoreland, and York counties

Waverly Region Offi ce:
Phone: (804) 834-2300 ; FAX: (804) 834-3232
Accomack, Brunswick, Dinwiddie, Greensville, Isle of Wight, 
Northampton, Prince George, Southampton, Surry, and Sussex 
counties, and cities of Chesapeake, Suffolk, and Virginia Beach
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Rain
Gardens

What happens to rain water around your home or 
commercial property?  Ever have problems with 
excess drainage? Trouble with soil erosion? Want 
to improve water quality?

A “Rain Garden” may be your answer.

Find Solutions That 
Work

Why not put nature to work for you? Create a “rain 
garden” to manage stormwater in many land use 
settings, especially around homes and commercial 
properties. It’s simple, beautiful and functional. 
Let’s take a closer look. 

This bioretention area is much like a forest habitat. 
Just as a forest soaks up water and allows it to 
slowly penetrate the soil, a rain garden stores and 
fi lters rainwater.   

It works like this. The rain garden intercepts 
stormwater runoff, full of pollutants from roofs, 
sidewalks, roads and parking lots. This excess 
drainage ponds in the depression of the garden. 
As the water soaks in, chemicals are available to 
the plant roots and attach to the garden’s soil 
and mulch.

The end result? Improved water quality and less 
surface sheet fl ow during rain events.



Experience the 
Benefi ts Each Day 

Thanks to a strategically placed rain garden that 
is designed well, excess drainage from roofs, 
gutters and pavement is captured, eliminating 
soil erosion. 

The garden also allows the water to pond and 
percolate through the soil mixture, entering the 
water cycle through “groundwater recharge” which 
is much better than entering as sheet fl ow. 

Through the rain garden process, plants receive 
nutrients from ponding storm water. This keeps 
them healthy.

Vegetation tolerant of flooding and drought 
help capture the stormwater and also create an 
attractive setting.

Another advantage of the garden’s plants is that 
they help provide a habitat for area wildlife.

Plus, the volume and quality of water is better 
than when it enters the garden – whether it is 
absorbed in or leaves a rain garden. 

Plan Your Garden 
Carefully

Each rain garden site is unique. Keep in mind the 
topography, soil permeability, drainage basin, volume 
and velocity of water fl ow.

When determining the size of your garden and which 
plants to select, consider the light, temperature, 
moisture or water requirements, and size of the 
drainage area. The shape of the garden is not as 
important as the area available for water retention. 
Make the size of the bioretention area 5%-7% of the 
drainage area multiplied by the crop “c” coeffi cient 
(ground cover type). 

What’ s Involved 
Grass Buffer Strip

The surface of the grass buffer strip slows water as 
it enters the rain garden. Avoid a steep grade on the 
slope of the grass buffer/swale. 

Ponding Area
This is a depresssional area where the water is stored 
and allows it to evaporate or soak into the soil. The 
ponding depth of six inches provides for adequate 
surface storage of water, and must not pond in 
excess of four days (to avoid mosquito and other 
insect breeding).

Mulch/Organic Layer
The mulch plays a very important role in removing 
harmful chemicals. Shredded hardwood mulch is 
recommended because it allows for a greater surface 
area for absorption and resists fl otation/washout.

Planting Soil
A good soil mixture is leaf mulch (20%) blended 
into a sandy soil (50%) and topsoil (30%). The soil 
area of the rain garden provides a source of water 
and nutrients for the plants to grow. Clay particles 

adsorb heavy metals, hydrocarbons and other 
pollutants.

Plant Selection
Make sure your planting design includes species 
that tolerate extremes, as there will be very wet and 
very dry periods.  Most riparian plant species will 
do well in rain gardens. Include plants that mimic 
forest habitat and have an aesthetic landscape 
value such as fl owers, berries, interesting leaves 
or bark. Groundcovers, perennial shrubs and trees 
are also key in your planting design. 

Two Natural Answers
Rain gardens perform many of the functions 
that forested riparian buffers perform to improve 
water quality. The following chart highlights the 
similarities of these systems.

Function Riparian 
Buffer

Rain Garden

Absorb excess 
water

Spongy leaf 
litter layer

Mulch layer

Groundwater 
recharge

Water 
percolates 
through organic 
soils

Water ponds 
and percolates 
through porous 
soil mixture

Nutrient 
uptake

Plants remove 
nutrients from 
ponding storm 
water

Plants remove 
nutrients from 
ponding storm 
water

Vegetation Species tolerant 
of frequent 
fl ooding

Species tolerant 
of fl ooding and 
drought

Water level 
zones

Stream edge to 
fl oodplain

Bottom of 
garden to edge 
of berm

Habitat 
opportunities

A diverse 
wildlife habitat 
corridor

Plants selected 
for wildlife 
habitat values


