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The rain garden at Mount Tabor Middle School in
Southeast Portland helps slow and filter storm water on its 
way to the city sewer system.

Rain gardens keep rivers clean
Manage storm water in your backyard, get water bill credit, too

BY JENNIFER WILLIS
Pamplin Media Group, Apr 10, 2007 (1 Reader comment)

When it rains storm 
water washes over 
sidewalks, roads and other 
impervious surfaces, 
picking up pollutants on 
the way to sewers, rivers 
and streams.

Without proper 
management, storm water can 
cause flooding and erosion, 
contribute to sewer overflows, 
and even destroy habitat.

A rain garden can be a 
simple solution.

Situated in a small 
depression in the ground, a 
rain garden collects water 
runoff from the roof. 
Shaped like a low bowl, the 
rain garden filters out dirt, 
oil and other pollutants as 
the water soaks into the 
ground.

“The idea is to slow
down water, and to filter
any contaminants before it
gets to the groundwater or
rivers,” says garden
designer Amy Whitworth, owner of Plan-It Earth Design in Southeast Portland.
“A rain garden helps to keep water on-site.”

Whitworth says building a rain garden is neither difficult nor expensive, and 
often, no permit is required.
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Jeremy Watkins decided on a rain garden to stop his basement from flooding, 
and to prevent storm water running across his property from becoming a 
problem for his neighbor.

His yard’s gentle slope away from the foundation, and enough space to
accommodate the runoff from his 800-square-foot roof, made a rain garden
ideal.

“Plants and materials were more expensive than I anticipated,” he writes
about his rain garden. “But I still spent only a couple hundred dollars.”

Watkins now has two rain gardens, to manage 24,000 gallons of rainwater 
annually.

The city of Portland’s Bureau of Environmental Services offers monthly
workshops to homeowners interested in learning more about storm-water
management.

There also is a discount program, Clean River Rewards, available to Portland
homeowners – whether they build a rain garden, disconnect their downspouts
or employ other storm water management options.

Based on a sliding scale, the incentive could mean a full discount of the on-site
storm-water management charge on Portland residential utility bills –
currently $5.88 a month.

Go with the flow
Amber Clayton, Clean River Rewards technical assistance program 

coordinator, says 13,000 Portland residents have signed up for the discount 
thus far.

“A lot of people have disconnected their downspouts to their rain gardens,”
Clayton says. “Quite a few people have done cisterns, rain barrels, soakage
trenches, dry wells – really a wide variety of storm-water management
techniques.”

The discount, available since October, is in place through 2017. Portland 
homeowners who register by June 30 may be eligible for an additional, 
retroactive discount, up to 12 months.

“We really encourage people to think strategically,” Clayton says. “If they
know they’re going to be doing some landscaping, maybe think about
incorporating storm water – really think ahead and try to work these things in
at the same time that they’re doing work on their property.”

Not all areas are suitable for a rain garden. It’s important to know the
infiltration rate of your soil.

Whitworth recommends an easy test: Dig a 1-cubic-foot hole, fill it with water 
and see how long it takes the water to seep into the soil. Ideally, the water 
should fully drain in 36 to 72 hours.

“Seventy-two hours is the amount of time that it takes mosquito larvae to
hatch,” Whitworth says.

The test should be done in wetter months. In drier parts of the year, try filling 
the hole with water, allowing it to drain and then filling it a second time for the 
test.

The next step is choosing a location. A rain garden can be constructed in the 
natural path of storm water runoff, or downspouts can be routed to flow into 
the garden. To prevent basement flooding, the garden should be at least six to 10 
feet from the house.
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Clayton recommends a garden that’s at least 10 percent the size of the roof’s
surface area.

Plant for the future
Rain-garden plants must be able to tolerate both very wet and dry conditions.

For ideas on what to plant in your rain garden, Clean Water Services – which
serves Washington County – has a Native Plant Finder on its Web site. Using
native plants offers the additional benefit of attracting local wildlife into your
yard.

“The last thing I wanted out of my rain garden was a maintenance
nightmare,” Watkins writes. “I really like the idea of displaying plants that are
native to our region.”

If your property isn’t a good candidate for a rain garden, there are other
strategies you can use to help manage storm water – like naturescaping,
cisterns and rain barrels.

Whitworth also recommends incorporating organic matter to help the soil 
absorb more water.

“If you can’t collect your rainwater and keep it on-site, at least the rain that
falls on the ground will not run off,” she says.

Whitworth says people would be surprised by the impact each person can 
have.

“The amount of water is kind of staggering,” she says of Portland’s regular
rainfall. “When you put all of our little homes together, the little things we do
that we think nobody’s going to notice, it really adds up to more pollution than
we get from industry.”

Find out more
• Clean Water Services Native Plant Finder

www.cleanwaterservices.org/EducationAndOutreach/NativePlantFinder

• Clean River Rewards

www.cleanriverrewards.com, 503-823-1371

• Public workshops are held on the first Tuesday of the month at Multnomah
Arts Center (7688 S.W. Capitol Highway) and the second Thursday of the month
at the East Portland Community Center (740 S.E. 106th Ave.). All workshops are
6:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m.

Where to go to see rain gardens in Portland (please check in 
with school offices during office hours):

• Glencoe Elementary School, 825 S.E. 51st Ave.

• Mount Tabor Middle School, 5800 S.E. Ash St.

• Alice Ott Middle School, 12500 S.E. Ramona St.

• Hayhurst Elementary School, 5037 S.W. Iowa St.

• Astor Elementary School, 5601 N. Yale St.

• Mississippi Commons, North Mississippi Avenue between Beech and Failing
streets
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KosmosCentral Portland Web Design, eCommerce and Marketing providing quality web development services and 
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custom web solutions for small businesses and large across North America and World Wide.

Looking for graphic design jobs, web design, marketing work or creative portland jobs? 52ltd is your source for 
creative resources in Portland, Oregon.

Search engine marketing, website templates, portland web design and website promotion by Webfu // 
503.381.5553

New down and fleece north face jackets. The largest selection of North Face Jackets available online. Free shipping 
on orders over $40.00

USOUTDOOR.com - Shop for Backpacks online with free shipping and no sales tax.

See the latest styles of ski jackets and backpacks from The North Face.


