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Rain Garden
A vegetated basin that absorbs and filters 
rainwater runoff that comes from roofs, sidewalks, 
and driveways.  Typically, there is an INLET (water 
in) and an OUTLET (water out). 

AKA Green Stormwater Infrastructure.
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OUTLET

COMMERCIAL RESIDENTIAL

What is it?

GRAPHIC CREDITS: City of Austin



Rain Garden:
Why?

PHOTO/GRAPHIC CREDITS: Triple Pundit.com; NCDENR

Lamar Blvd/Shoal Creek Memorial Day 2015

Stormwater is a challenge, an opportunity

For dealing with water quality, 
flooding, and erosion



Rain Garden:
Why?

SOURCES: NASA, NOAA 

Climate is changing

Average Precipitation
1939 - 2017

Average Temperature
1939 - 2017



Rain Garden:
Benefits

● Water Quality credit - see Environmental 
Criteria Manual 1.6.7.2 

● Landscape credit - see Environmental 
Criteria Manual 2.4.9

● Multiple other goals:
○ manages/treats site stormwater runoff +
○ Beautification +
○ Ecological benefits: integrating nature into 

the city (Imagine Austin); urban heat 
island reduction; wildlife/pollinators; 
carbon capture; recharge +

○ Reduces potable water use for landscape 
irrigation

● Flexibility in stormwater management: many 
rain gardens spread across a site instead of 
one large pond
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PHOTO CREDITS: City of Austin



Rain Garden:
Various Forms

PHOTO CREDITS: 
mannahatta.us/rain-garden-design; Austin Water

formal

informal



Rain Garden:
Various Locations

Street medianroadside/ROW

residential/commercial

Urban trail

Parking lot

school

residential PHOTO CREDITS: City of Austin



Rain Garden:
Components

SOURCE: Rain garden Handbook for Western Washington, Washington State Department of Ecology , June 2013.

• Berm
• Inlet/Inflow – water in
• Side slope
• Basin bottom 
• Outlet/outflow (not all 

have this; outlet for 
water could be 
infiltration)

BERM

INLET

OUTLET



Rain Garden:
Components

PHOTO CREDITS: SVR Design; tenthacrefarm.com; wikihow.com



Rain Garden
water

PHOTO CREDITS: justonesuitcase.com; Pinterest.com

swale

No, but 
it helps

Do I need 
gutters?



Rain Garden
water

PHOTO CREDITS: earthwizards.com

Can I capture 
overland flow 
from my yard, 

from the 
driveway?

Yes! 
Absolutely!



Rain Garden
water

Go outside 
when it rains. 

PHOTO CREDIT: Terminix.com



Rain Garden
water

PHOTO CREDITS: citube.com; 
pinterest.com; Photomontana.net; 
Wikimedia.org

downspout

Rock channel

Pipes/French drain Trench drain

How do
I get the 

water to the 
rain garden?



Rain Garden
Plants

PLANT CHARACTERSITICS: Evergreen? Deciduous? Blooms? Seasonal interest? Other.

RAIN GARDEN TYPE: Full or partial infiltration, filtration? Saturated zone?

SOIL: Slow draining, fast draining? Clay, sand?  Thin, Deep, Rocky?

SITE CONDITIONS: Sunny?  Shady? Surrounded by concrete (hot)? Etc.

LOCATION: What is the context: In a yard? In the ROW or parking lot (sight distance 
restrictions)?  Etc.

AESTHETICS: Is appearance important? Formal, informal, manicured or more shaggy?

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS: Attract pollinators, birds? Other users – kids, dogs? Maintenance 
considerations (who? How much?) 

NOTE: Austin’s rain gardens are dry most of the time. Don’t assume wetland plants.

Plant palette/list

Attracts 
butterflies

sun
clay

Hey!
What
works?

It depends…



Rain Garden
Plants

Where’s 
the info?

Many plants to 
choose from

Many plants are 
rain garden 
suitable



Rain Garden
Plants 

What 
about the 

butterflies?

Yes!
Rain gardens can have
plants for pollinators…

It’s important

PHOTO CREDITS: nativeplantherald.prairienursery.com; S. Kenzle, City of Austin



Rain Garden
Plants 

and the 
bees, the 

birds,
others

Pollinators are
important because…

GRAPHIC CREDIT: eli.africa.org



Rain Garden
Plants 

Plant 
diversity is 
important

for… soil microbial health, resiliency, year-round interest,
erosion control

PHOTO CREDIT: S. Kenzle, City of Austin

Pollinator plants and 
others…



Rain Garden
Plants 

Where 
do I put 
the plants?

Everywhere…

on the berms, 
on the slopes, 
on the bottom

SOURCE: Rain garden Handbook for Western Washington, Washington State Department of Ecology , June 2013.



Rain Garden
Plants 

Yehaa!
Plants 

everywhere

Plants on the berms, 
on the slopes, 
on the bottom

Northwestern Recreation CenterPHOTO CREDIT: City of Austin



Rain Garden
Plants Everywhere

Shorter plants at the
inlet and basin
help ensure water 
inflow and  sediment 
removal

However…

Twin Oaks Public Library

PHOTO CREDITS: 
City of Austin

Choked with 
weeds & 

tall plants

side view of inlet 



Rain Garden
Plants 

How many 
plants do I 

need?

CREDITS: gardenwalkgardentalk.com; Ottawa Citizen



Rain Garden
Soil 

Health rain
garden soil

has…

Good infiltration

PHOTO CREDITS: cornell.edu; soilquality.org.au; ASLA

Billions of microbes

earthworms

Dark color



Rain Garden:
What else?

PHOTO CREDITS: nativeplantherald.prairienursery.com; georgewattspta.org; insite-studio.com; stacylevy.com

What 
about the 

kids?

Kid accessible & kid friendly plants

Path through garden to 
prevent compaction



Rain Garden:
What else?

PHOTO CREDITS: sunset_timeinc.net; dogtipper.com; thespruce.com; bp.blogspot.com 

What 
about the 

dogs?

Containment 
& 

dedicated 
dog areas

Dog-friendly plants
(ASPSA.org list)



Rain Gardens
Et cetera 

Rain and stormwater are…
assets, opportunities

PHOTO CREDIT: City of Austin



Rain Gardens, et cetera
Functional Green    “Integrating nature into the city”

trees

tree

trees

RG

cistern

porous 
pvmt.

pervious

Suspended 
pvmt.

Green
wall

Green roof
trees

Gr. roof

GRAPHIC CREDIT: City of Austin

Gr. roof

Many tools in
the toolkit



Green Stormwater 
Management

What 
else can 
we do?

Green Roof

PHOTO CREDITS: greenroofs.com; architizer.net; Inhabitat.com

Austin City Hall

Edgeland House

T3 Parking Garage
Lamar @ MLK Jr Blvd



Green Stormwater 
Management

What 
else can 
we do?

Green/Living Wall

PHOTO CREDITS: articulturedesigns.com; architizer.net; soa.utexas.edu 

Platform
2823 MLK Jr. Blvd

T3 Parking Garage
Lamar @ MLK Jr Blvd

Goldsmith Hall,
UT Austin



Green Stormwater 
Management Land Sculpting

GRAPHIC CREDITS: uidaho.edu; Brad Lancaster, HarvestingRainwater.com

Direct the 
rain!



Green Stormwater 
Management Land Sculpting

Zilker Disc Course - before

Check    Dam

Zilker Disc Course - afterZilker Disc Course - before

Berms, Infiltration Meadows, 
Soil Decompaction

Zilker Disc Course - after

PHOTO 
CREDITS: 
City of Austin

slow the rain,
direct the rain,

let it soak in



Dry Streambed

Infiltration Meadow

Zilker Disc Golf
One Texas Center

Green Stormwater 
Management Land Sculpting

Zilker Disc Golf

Log terracingRain catcher 
champions

PHOTO CREDITS: City of Austin



Green Alley

Waller @ 8th Street
Planter boxes, porous pavement

Stormwater Tree Well

Green Stormwater 
Management

There’s 
more?

PHOTO CREDITS: epa.gov; soa_utexas.edu;  

Planter Box Waller @ 8th Street
Planter boxes, porous pavement



Green Stormwater 
Management

Porous Pavers & 

Suspended Pavement

PHOTO CREDITS: S. Kenzle, City of Austin

What 
about 
urban 
trees?

Republic Square



Green Stormwater 
Management

Wait!
There’s
more

Porous Pavers

Brazos Street

Pervious Pavement

Pease Park
PHOTO CREDITS: raynedrops.com; 
Google; City of Austin



Green Stormwater 
Management

Rainwater Collection
Catch the 

rain!

PHOTO CREDITS: Pinterest; City of Austin; twdb.texas.gov
Residential rain barrel

Rain tank – 4th Street

Rain tanks – Twin Oaks Library



Green Stormwater 
Management

Very
Cool!

Artful Rainscapes

PHOTO CREDITS: Julie Melear; MIGjSvR, Andrew Haliburton



Past Grow Green Presentations
Plants
S. Kenzle & D. Nuffer Jan. 29, 2016

http://www.austintexas.gov/content/1361/FAQ/2993

Maintenance
S. Kenzle & A. Haile Feb. 17, 2017 

http://austintexas.gov/faq/2017-handouts-and-presentations 

Design/Construction
T. Franke Feb. 17, 2017 

http://austintexas.gov/faq/2017-handouts-and-presentations 



Resources
REGULATIONS/SPECIFICATIONS
★ City of Austin Environmental Criteria Manual:  1.6.7.H 

Green Storm Water Quality Infrastructure, Rain Garden  Rain Harvesting  

Rainwater Harvesting ECM 1.6.7.D 

Porous Pavement ECM 1.6.7.E

★ Soil Decompaction - COA Standard Specification 661S

GUIDELINES
FACT SHEET:

www.austintexas.gov/raingardens

PLANT GUIDES:

www.austintexas.gov/department/grow-green/plant-guide

www.wildflower.org/plants

MAINTENANCE MANUAL:

www.austintexas.gov/department/stormwater-management



Resources

PHOTO CREDITS: City of Austin

DISCOUNTS/REBATES
★ WPD Stormwater Management Discount (drainage fee)

http://www.austintexas.gov/page/drainage-charge-discount

★ Austin Water Waterwise Rainscape Rebate RESIDENTIAL & SCHOOL

http://www.austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Water/Conservation/Rebat
es_and_Programs/WaterWiseRainscapeRebate.pdf

Austin Water Rainwater Harvesting Rebate

http://www.austintexas.gov/department/rebates-tools-and-programs

OTHER LOCAL RESOURCES
★ City of Austin, Public Works, Neighborhood Partnering Program

http://www.austintexas.gov/neighborhoodpartnering
★ City of Austin, Office of Sustainability, Bright Green Future School Grant

http://www.austintexas.gov/brightgreenfuture

★ Austin Parks Foundation   https://www.austinparks.org/programs/

★ WPD Grow Green Landscape Professionals  (training & professionals list)
http://austintexas.gov/watershed_protection/growgreen/landscape_professionals.cfm



Susan Kenzle, RLA, LI, ISA  susan.kenzle@austintexas.gov

Questions?

Discussion

Thank you for attending
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