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     GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

                        RAINWATER HARVESTING

By Barbara McSpadden, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

The seasonal spring rains of April and May are upon us in Aransas and San Patricio Counties. Typically, the spring rains will be followed by months of very low rain, almost drought conditions, before fall rains come. With the modern rainwater capture systems available, homeowners can “harvest” much of that valuable rain to use during the long months of rainfall shortage.

For thousands of years, the world has relied upon rainwater harvesting to supply water for household, landscape, and agricultural uses. Before city water systems were developed, rainwater was collected (mostly from roofs) and stored in cisterns or storage tanks in or above ground. In South Texas and the Rio Grande Valley, the central plazas of towns were not only gathering places, but also the collection surfaces for underground tanks where water was stored for use by adjacent shops and homes. Historic structures like the Fulton Mansion in Fulton and the Stillman House in Brownsville, among others, collected rainwater from their roofs for household use. These systems may no longer be in use, but they are clear evidence of the reliance placed on rainwater by early Texans.

Rainwater harvesting is an innovative alternative water supply approach anyone can use. Rainwater harvesting captures, diverts, and stores rainwater for later use. Captured rainwater is often used in landscaping because the water is free of salts and other harmful minerals and does not have to be treated. It is also useful in attracting and providing water for wildlife. In many communities, 30 to 50 percent of the total water used is for landscape irrigation. Capturing rainwater for use in the landscape makes efficient use of a valuable resource, reducing water bills and reducing demand on the treated water supply. Rainwater harvesting also helps to prevent flooding and erosion by slowing runoff and thus reducing contamination of surface water with sediments, fertilizers and pesticides in rainfall run-off.

Rainwater is one of the purest sources of water available. Its quality almost always exceeds that of ground or surface water. It does not come into contact with soil or rocks where it can dissolve minerals and salts or many of the pollutants that are often discharged into local surface waters or ground water supplies.

“Run-off” is the rainwater that flows off a surface. If the surface is impermeable (for example, pavement, concrete, roofs), run-off occurs immediately. If the surface is permeable, run-off will not occur until the surface is saturated. Run-off can be harvested (captured) and used immediately to water plants or stored for later use. A simple water harvesting system usually consists of a catchment, a distribution system and a landscape holding area, which can be a concave or planted area with a border or earthen berm to retain water for immediate use. Gravity moves the water from the catchment (for example, the roof) to a different location. Sometimes water is caught in small containers and stored for later use. Water dripping from the edge of a roof to a planted area or a diversion channel located directly below the drip edge is an example of a simple water harvesting system.

To measure an approximate amount of water “shed” by your roof, multiply the “footprint” of your home (the square footage) by .6. Next, multiply that sum by the amount of rainfall at any given time. For instance, if your foundation is 2,000 sq. ft., times .6 = 1,200. Multiply 1,200 times 1” (for 1” of rainfall) = 1,200 gallons. The runoff coefficient for your roof is the amount of water affected by the roof’s absorbency, about .9. Multiply 1,200 by .9 and the total, 1080, is the total number of gallons “shed” after only 1” of rainfall. That is a lot of water that can be distributed onto your property. Even if you live where annual rainfall averages only 12 inches, you can save money by collecting and storing rainwater and using it to irrigate your trees, shrubs and lawn.

Rainwater harvesting is an obvious solution for homeowners looking to reduce water use and lower their irrigation bills. However, flooding and erosion control are other benefits worth the consideration of many homeowners. Rainwater harvesting can be used both in large-scale landscapes, such as parks, schools, commercial sites, parking lots and apartment complexes, and in small residential landscapes. Whether your landscape is large or small, developed or new, installing a rainwater harvesting system can help you save money on your water bills while reducing the demand on the municipal water supply.

As population and demands for water increase in Texas, conservation, reclamation and efficient use of water resources will become increasingly important. 

On the subject of home water conservation there are two new working exhibits, at Green Acres demonstration gardens that you should be sure to see. These show the modern equipment available to participate in the rebirth of two very old ideas for water scarce environments like ours. A new, above ground, closed cistern system is located behind the Extension office, next to the building and there are two new rain barrel systems operating in the Children’s Discovery Garden.

These are not your Great Granddaddy’s cisterns and rain barrels. Modern systems are attractive and cleaner with simple ways to manage infiltration of pests like mosquitoes. They are made of durable, yet light weight, heavy-duty plastic and have built in, gravity fed hose outlets for ease of use. These systems can be easily added to existing construction and are a wonderful idea to include if you are planning new construction in this climate.

For more information on designing and building a rainwater harvesting system, go to http//rainwaterharvesting.tamu.edu, pick up literature at your local Extension office, or contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County office, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located with the offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.


