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f the crankcase in your car's engine leaked, you’d probably do something about it. Same goes 

for parts in your shower. 

But have you paid attention to what might be leaking off your property when it rains? In the 

dark ages of subdivision design, rain that fell on roofs, patios and oil-stained driveways was 

treated as the enemy. “Stick it in a pipe and get that stuff off the property,” was what I learned 

when I was studying landscape architecture. 

“What’s the fuss?” you might ask. “Water is supposed to find its way to the ocean and rivers; 

that’s what nature does.” True, but nature didn’t intend for it to carry all the nasty stuff we’ve 

allowed to pollute it, like motor oil, dust from brake linings and tires, lawn chemicals and the 

like. And nature didn’t know we’d be paving nearly every square inch of the civilized world. Or 

building over the wetlands and lagoons that used to slow, filter and detain much of that runoff.

Fortunately, for the sake of our rivers, streams and shorelines, the age of enlightenment now 

shines upon the discipline of stormwater management. Words like "bioswale," "detention basin" 

and "permeable paving" are commonplace in the design world. 

The benefits of handling stormwater intelligently? More water stays on your property, reducing 

your irrigation bill. In low-rainfall areas, allowing rainwater to seep into your garden helps leach 

out salts that accumulate in the soil from mineral in the municipal water supplies. And then 

there’s the good you’ll be doing for the environment by not overtaxing storm drains, by reducing 

the algae buildup that results from nutrient-laden runoff and by releasing cleaner water into 

natural waterways. 

Easy Ways to Manage Stormwater for 

Lower Bills and a Healthier Earth
Send cleaner runoff into local waterways and spend less on yard irrigation with these simple 

landscaping approaches
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One of the key concepts for capturing and keeping the water that falls in your yard is 

permeability. Gravel walkways and soil that's cultivated and mulched (instead of raked into 

submission and with all organic material removed) create the ideal surface to absorb water.

by groundworks studio

This design makes the most 

of a narrow yard by 

including an intimate chill-

out space, an alluring 

display of low plants and 

open space where water 

can flow and infiltrate the 

soil. Unlike concrete or 

mortared brick, which shed 

water, flagstone laid with 

generous gaps like this 

gives rainwater a chance to 

move directly into the 

ground.

More about permeable 

paving

by Plan-it Earth Design

Mini rain gardens can be 

situated at the low side of a 

yard to filter excess runoff 

from the lawn. Even if 

you've gone organic in your 

lawn care regimen, there's 

still the problem of 

nutrients (nitrogen, 

phosphorus, potassium and 

other elements) entering 

waterways. They don't just 

make your lawn grow; they 

can accelerate algae 

growth, which in turn 

upsets the habitat of fish 

and other aquatic life.
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by Banyon Tree Design Studio

Depending on your 

garden's surroundings, 

something as simple as a 

dry creek bed might be all 

that's needed to slow the 

flow of water, reduce the 

chances of erosion and give 

the water time to seep into 

the soil. In a setting like 

this forest, a simple palette 

of native plants that don't 

mind having their toes wet 

(think ferns, sedges and 

reeds) will appear right at 

home.

by Earth Design, Inc.

I don't know about you, but when I see a bridge, I think water. This understated design element 

not only creates visual flow toward the generous deck, but the moat-like bed does double duty: 

It's a beautiful planting composition and a pocket where excess water can harmlessly stay on the 

property.

by Luciole Design Inc.
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Every little bit counts. Even a little divot like this is a good thing. If space allows, these can be 

strung throughout your yard as what some stormwater experts call a detention train. Be sure to 

select plants that don't mind having their toesies wet during the rainy season. Ideally, these will 

be native plants that occur in boggy areas in nature. Check with your local native plant society.

by Sullivan Design & Construction, LLC

Although the size of this 

Whole Foods parking lot in 

Santa Barbara, California, 

is out of scale for most 

homes, it illustrates a 

sound principle for those 

undertaking new 

construction. If you create 

a cross pitch that sends 

water to a planted island 

through cuts in the curb, all 

that nasty stuff that 

accumulates on your new 

driveway can be scrubbed 

clean.

by Billy Goodnick

Create an ideabook for your next remodeling project!

Browse more than 1,000,000 photos from top designers and save your favorites
Sign Up

BROWSE ROOMS FIND LOCAL PROS IDEABOOKS DISCUSSIONS
Search ideabooks... Upload

Sign In

Page 4 of 8Send cleaner runoff into local waterways and spend less on yard irrigation with these sim...

3/20/2013http://www.houzz.com/ideabooks/7946518/list/Easy-Ways-to-Manage-Stormwater-for-Lo...



How to Turn a Side 
Yard Into a Glorious 

Garden Room »

How Low Can Hedges 
Go? Discover Unusual 

Garden Borders »

5 Essential 
Considerations for a 
Landscape Design 

Project »

Great Garden Combo: 3 
Wonderful Plants for a 
Deer-Resistant 

Screen »

Browse more eclectic home design photos »

More in Landscape Design »

would you like to comment?

If your new driveway is on a billiards-table-flat part of your property, don't despair. Replace 

impermeable asphalt with attractive paving made of concrete masonry units with gravel-filled 

gaps in between. Water seeps through the spaces and into a thick substrata of angular, crushed 

rock. The voids between the rocks act as a temporary sponge. Slowly the water seeps into the soil 

below, helping to recharge the water table while sequestering pollutants and allowing soil 

organisms to neutralize them.

More: Protect a Precious Resource With a Rain Garden

by Billy Goodnick

rouxb

great information and that is my Whole Foods store!

20 hours ago · Like · 1

Pamela Bateman Garden Design

Great article with lots of ideas. I love using decomposed granite in paths through 

the garden. If you are worried about tracking gravel into the house switch to 

flagstone with gravel between the stone as the path gets closer to the house 

entrance. Here is an example of one of my gardens with decomposed granite. In 

the background the path switches to flagstone with gravel.
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17 hours ago · Like · 3

Billy Goodnick

Pamela: Thanks for your comment. Decomposed granite is okay, but not as 

permeable as gravel or crushed rock. The limitation of dg is that do remain 

stable, it needs to be well compacted, which in turn, makes it less permeable. 

And great advice about switching materials closer to the house. DG is not a lot 

of fun in the house, especially around hardwood floors. And since DG is not as 

attractive materials, I like the flagstone "threshold" as it enriches the point of 

entry. As an extra, I sometimes include flagstone here and there within the DG.

17 hours ago · Like · 1

John Whipple - By Any Design ltd.

Billy have you seen the new rain water containers ACO is making? I saw them 

for the first time last month at Build Ex. Designed I think so you collect rainwater 

and then later use it to flush toilets or water lawns. 

Do you have any pointers on this kind of installation? Do you know how much 

water you would need to water a typically yard? Say 50'x120' lot? 

You can see them here. I wonder if you need to pre-filter the water??? 

http://www.archiexpo.com/prod/aco/rainwater-tanks-underground-5565-

856136.html 

I wish I installed them. I think we are going to start paying for water soon here in 

North Vancouver. JW

17 hours ago · Like

Billy Goodnick

John: I don't have much practical experience with rainwater storage. In SoCal, 

where I live and practice, the rain falls only in the winter and there isn't much of 

it. So the capital investment to capture and store the water, only to deplete it 

rather quickly, doesn't make economic sense to most clients. But where rainfall 

comes and goes throughout the year and the reserve is refilled frequently, it 

probably makes more sense. Sorry I can't fill in the gaps for you. Hoping another 

Houzz reader or contributor can educate all of us. You might google "Art 

Ludwig." He's an expert and has written some books on the topic.

17 hours ago · Like · 1
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Pamela Bateman Garden Design

Billy, 

Thanks. You are right. Decomposed granite will wash away if the area where it 

is used in not flat. Crushed rock is much better.

16 hours ago · Like

Dig Your Garden Landscape Design

Thank you for writing this Billy, well done! I hope many homeowners get to read 

your educational article!

14 hours ago · Like · 1

Billy Goodnick

Dig: It's the college professor in my sticking his nose in my writing. Can't keep 

him down. Thanks for taking the time to comment.

13 hours ago · Like · 1

Apartment 46 for the Home

This an awesome article and it's so timely! I'm a huge proponent of using stone 

and gravel and removing water-blocking elements such as huge swaths of 

cement and horribly compacted soil. When I first mention gravel to my clients, 

they're immediately averse to the idea - until I take them to Lyngso Garden, our 

local stone yard. That place is like Disneyland to me. :) Endless gorgeous 

choices for creating a more responsible landscape. All of the pics you features 

are beautiful alternatives to cement, lawn and other water-stealing and 

unnecessary landscape elements. For anyone in the SF Bay Area, this is hands 

down my fave source of beautiful ground cover options: 

http://www.lyngsogarden.com/index.cfm?

event=Display.Home.Product.Groups.Page&categoryName=STONE&CFID=42915952&CFTOKEN=23403490

12 hours ago · Like · 1

vshapiro

Thanks for this great article. Do you have any idea how much more expensive 

permeable pavers are than concrete or stone/non-permeable pavers?

8 hours ago · Like

midmodfan

Living in an area with quite a lot of rain and potentially heavy rainfall throughout 

the year, we opted for a wooden deck instead of a paved patio. Our current 

garden is surrounded by walls, so stormwater management is extremely 

important. Thankfully, we learned our lessons in our previous (large) country 

garden. 

Sitting alongside a hill, we had to manage rain, ground, and runoff water. During 

heavy thunderstorms we often watched how the paved street became a stream. 

We had an in-ground cistern that never fell dry, used a mulching mower, and 

nothing but compost for the flower beds. We really never ever bought or used 

any fertilizer. After unsuccessfully trying to grow lawn on lower, wetter areas 

(what did we know during our first years?), we left them alone and watched how 

swamp loving plants quickly settled in. It's an interesting process because you 

think, where do they come from? But that's how nature works. 

This is a very interesting subject. Everybody can do a little bit to help manage 
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stormwater and avoid excess fertilizer runoff. It saves money and work, not only 

in your own garden, and helps the environment.

2 hours ago · Like
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