Rain Garden Plants

The following are some native plants suitable for rain gardens, listed by region. They are also attractive to butterflies, birds, and other wildlife. Be sure to choose species appropriate for the degree of sun or shade on the site.

Northeast and Middle Atlantic states and southeast Canada

Wildflowers, Ferns, Grasses, and Sedges:

    * Asclepias incarnata, Swamp milkweed

    * Chelone glabra, White turtlehead

    * Eupatorium maculatum, Joe-pye weed

    * Lobelia cardinalis, Cardinal flower

    * Lobelia syphilitica, Blue lobelia

    * Monarda didyma, Oswego tea

    * Vernonia noveboracensis, Common ironweed

    * Athyrium filix-femina, Lady fern

    * Osmunda regalis, Royal fern

    * Osmunda cinnamomea, Cinnamon fern

    * Carex pendula, Drooping sedge

    * Carex stipata, Tussock sedge

Trees and Shrubs:

    * Amelanchier laevis, Shadbush

    * Asimina triloba, Pawpaw

    * Betula nigra, River birch

    * Cephalanthus occidentalis, Buttonbush

    * Clethra alnifolia, Sweet pepperbush

    * Cornus amomum, Silky dogwood

    * Fothergilla gardenii, Dwarf fothergilla

    * Ilex verticillata, Winterberry holly

    * Lindera benzoin, Spicebush

    * Liquidambar styraciflua, Sweet gum

    * Sambucus canadensis, American elderberry

    * Viburnum dentatum, Arrowwood

source: Brooklyn Botanical Garden
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The rain garden designed by Edgar Davis at Temple University's Ambler Campus.
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How to Construct a Rain Garden

But you don't have to be a professional landscape designer to create a beautiful rain garden. A rain garden is really just a strategically located low area where storm water can be captured to soak naturally into the soil.

Begin by observing your landscape when it rains to determine how storm water runs off your property. Typically, the largest sources of runoff are the roof, paved surfaces, and slopes. You can locate your rain garden at the bottom of slopes or next to hard surfaces such as your driveway and sidewalks—along the front walkway or between the sidewalk and the street, for example, to keep runoff from flowing into the road and down the nearest storm sewer. You can also direct runoff from your roof to the side or back yard. Not only will a rain garden along the side of the house catch runoff from your roof, it will also create a handsome living fence between you and your neighbors. Wherever they are located, rain gardens can replace high-maintenance lawn that provides little in the way of visual interest or wildlife habitat. Just keep the plantings at least ten feet from your house—or your neighbor's—to prevent moisture problems in the basement.

There's no regulation size for a rain garden. Home rain gardens installed by the city of Maplewood, Minnesota, which since 1999 has made these gardens a regular part of its ongoing street-reconstruction efforts, were in three standard sizes: 12 feet by 24 feet, 10 feet by 20 feet, and 8 feet by 16 feet. However, a planting of any dimension will help reduce the runoff problem. If you are technically minded, you can calculate the area of your rooftop and average storm-water volumes in your vicinity (or the volume of your sump pump, if you have one) to determine exactly how large your garden must be to capture rainfall from all but the biggest storms (consult one of the technical design manuals listed in Resources).

Unless you've got a naturally low area in your landscape, you'll need to create a depression by excavating soil. Typically, the deepest portion of the rain garden will be about six inches below the level of the surrounding land.

Some of the topsoil removed from the site will be used to create a porous planting mixture. If your rain garden is located on a slope, you can pack some of the excavated soil along the downhill side to increase the depth of the planting area with less digging. Or you can use the leftover topsoil elsewhere in your yard. It's a good idea to loosen the remaining subsoil in the depression with a shovel or garden fork. Next, return some of the topsoil, amended with compost, and sand if necessary. A blend of 20 percent organic matter such as compost, 50 percent sandy soil, and 30 percent topsoil will promote good drainage and help break down pollutants. Clay content, which inhibits drainage, should not exceed 10 percent of the soil mixture. The proper soil mixture will ensure that there is rarely standing water in your rain garden for more than a few hours, or a few days at most—too short a time to breed mosquitoes, which require about a week of standing water to reproduce.

To direct the storm water from the downspout or sump-pump outlet, attach a length of plastic pipe and bury it in a shallow trench that slopes down to the rain garden. Alternatively, you can simply lay the pipe on the ground or create a grassy swale leading from the downspout to your rain-garden depression.

