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RAINWATER HARVESTING

By Anita Garrett-Roe, Master Gardeners Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners 

Would you like to save some money on your water bill? Would you like to help the environment at the same time? There is a way you can do it! Harvest rainwater!

Mother Nature gives it to us for free.

Once you know how to harvest rainwater, you will be amazed and wonder why more people don’t try it.  

Years ago, Texas settlers all used rain barrels for their water supply. As municipalities put in public water supplies, people abandoned rainwater harvesting and their rain barrels. But population growth and its attendant demands on a finite water supply have created renewed interest in this ancient and easy to do process.

We are facing climbing water rates all across the state. Municipalities are having to pay more to get their water and are passing these rates on to the ultimate consumers: you and me. Close to home, Portland’s City Council has just voted to raise rates, a pass through of increasing prices from regional water supplier, San Patricio County Municipal Water District. We are all going to gradually feel the increase in the cost of our water wherever we live in the Coastal Bend. 

Some cities in our country have very low water pressure, because the water supply is so low and the use is so great. This can drive down property values, since no one wants to live where there is sporadic water pressure. Certainly, companies look at the stability of the water supply before locating a facility in an area. 

Government entities in some cities in Texas are already taking steps to encourage their citizens to harvest rainwater, either through providing rebates on water harvesting supplies, or not counting rainwater catchment devices on property valuation for taxing purposes. In Austin, it is considered “cool” to have a rain barrel, and descriptions of Homes for Sale often mention the rain barrel.

Even though we are in an “almost desert” climate, where our annual rainfall can in some years be one of the lowest in the state, we can still harvest a significant amount of water for free. When there is 1 inch of rainfall, about .06 gallons of water will fall on each square foot of your roof. That means a 1000 square foot area of roof could yield 600 gallons of water for each inch of rainfall. This is significant.

Landscapes, gardens, pets and livestock can all use captured rainwater. Of course, it is also possible to filter and disinfect rainwater for use in homes and businesses in place of other sources of water. Rainwater is already soft and is perfect for your plants and garden.

Setting up a rain catchment device is simple and not expensive, depending on how elaborate you want to go. The simplest type of rainwater catchment is a bucket placed under a gutter. Tie on some window screen on top to keep the leaves and bugs out. You will probably want something bigger, however. Plastic barrels are available that come with leaf and insect filtering screens and are kid proof. Their narrow top openings are small enough that even a tiny child could not fall through. 

Decide where you want to place your rain barrel, remove a piece of your gutter and set the barrel under it. When it rains, water will splash in, but if you are more particular about not missing a drop, you can channel all the water flowing out of the gutter by attaching a PVC pipe to the gutter. The PVC acts as a guide for the water and delivers it exactly to the top of the barrel. If one barrel is not big enough for you, place another one beside it and use a PVC pipe splitter to channel overflow water to the second barrel.

You don’t need a plumber or an electrician to collect your own rainwater. In fact, this would be a fun project to do with your children. Just get a plastic bucket and some window screen material for the cover. Tie the screen onto the bucket with some rope or a bungee cord. If you don’t have gutters, look at the ground around your house and select a location for your rain barrel that shows a strong imprint on the ground where rain seems to flow heavily off your roof.

Place your rain barrel on cement blocks so it is a little elevated. This elevation causes gravity to help deliver the water later on when you have a hose attached, and also gives your hands plenty of room to operate the faucet.  

If you get a larger rain barrel you will need a hose attached to the side of the barrel, near the bottom. Drill a hole in the side of your rain barrel and install a hose bib, or faucet, that is threaded to accept a water hose. People at the hardware store can tell you how to do this. By adding this faucet, you have easy access to the water at all times. Attach soaker hoses to this faucet for watering your plants. It is possible to find rain barrels that come with the hose bib already attached. I like the ones that are kid proof and narrow at the top. If you want to get fancy, you can get a timer from the hardware store that operates on batteries. It will turn the rainwater barrel faucet on and off at the times you set on its digital clock. 

For more information about rain barrels, contact http:// www.twdb.state.tx.us/  http://rainwaterharvesting.tamu.edu  http://arcsa.org, http://texrca.org/index.html. The Texas AgriLife Extension Service bookstore at http://agrilifebookstore.org has these publications available: Rainwater Harvesting, B-6153, Harvesting Rainwater for Wildlife, B-6182, Harvest Rainwater for Livestock, E-450 

Rain Barrels were once so common that even children sang a song that included a reference to them. Perhaps you remember the words to this old song: I think the reference of “crying” down the rain barrel was about yelling into the rain barrel to hear the different sounds of one’s voice.






    Playmate


Hey, hey, oh playmate,
Come out and play with me.
You'll bring your dollies three,
Climb up my apple tree.
Cry down my rain barrel,
Slide down my cellar door.
And we'll be jolly friends
Forever more. 

Be the first on your block to have your own rain barrel!
The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX. For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

