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Note to Reader: 

The Partnership for Water Sustainability has the tools to showcase 

success stories, especially when the stories of those leading by 

example demonstrate the power of collaboration between the 

stewardship and local government sectors. The Partnership shares 

such stories in three ways: waterbucket.ca website; weekly 

Waterbucket eNews newsletter; and documents like this.  

Deborah Jones, volunteer Rain Gardens Coordinator with Cougar 

Creek Streamkeepers since 2006, wrote an article for Waterbucket 

eNews. Her action was the catalyst for the Partnership publishing this 

document to celebrate the second decade of Delta’s Rain Garden 

Program. It is a way for the Partnership to honour four trailblazers 

who are leaders by example. It is hoped their successors take the 

baton and carry on the mission to sustain a shared legacy for an 

enhanced urban landscape that restores nature to urban areas. 

 

Deborah Jones 
Volunteer Rain Gardens 

Coordinator 

 

Lois Jackson 
Mayor (1999-2018) & 

Councillor (1973-1999; 2018-?) 

Hugh Fraser 
Deputy Director,  

Engineering  

Dr. Sarah Howie 
Office of Climate Action   
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EDITOR’S CONTEXT 

 

The City of Delta is midway through the Second Decade of its rain garden 

program. For the past 15 years, Deborah Jones has been an instrumental 

player in this highly collaborative and very successful partnership 

between local government and the stewardship sector. She thus has the 

perspective of time as she looks back in order to look ahead.  

Her reflections are NOT about the technical details of creating rain 

gardens. Of far more value, the reflections transcend the ‘technical’ by 

focusing on the social (that is, people) dimension which ultimately 

determines the long-term success (or failure) of any program. 

Deb presents three key ideas. She also coins two acronyms to capture 

what she has learned through experience: FOPE and FOUMO. She 

concludes with a call to action: “It is time to seek a better balance 

between ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ approaches to stormwater 

management,” she says. 

In producing this document, the Partnership honours and celebrates the 

pioneering efforts of Delta rain garden volunteer Deborah Jones, rain 

garden designer Sarah Howie (now a lead Burns Bog researcher), 

engineer Hugh Fraser (now Deputy Director of Engineering) and former 

Mayor Lois Jackson (now a City Councillor).  

Their collective enthusiasm for school and community rain garden 

projects has “de-paved” the way for their successors to now incorporate 

rainwater infiltration into Delta's street and facility upgrades as a 

matter of course.  As Sarah Howie once put it, "No more pilot projects!"  

And their willingness to include and honour a large volunteer component 

in early projects has clearly eased the way forward.   
 

 

 

 Kim A. Stephens, MEng, PEng,  

Executive Director 

Partnership for Water Sustainability in BC 

May 2020 
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An Actionable Vision for     
Urban Landscape Enhancement 

Delta’s rain garden program came together through a fortunate 

confluence of personalities, interests and skills. Now midway 

through the second decade of implementation, the program fits the 

criteria for an “actionable vision”. Thus, the continuing success of 

this ongoing program is of province-wide interest.  

By definition, an actionable vision is driven by leadership that 

mobilizes people and partnerships, a commitment to ongoing 

learning and innovation, and a budget to back it up. When the City 

upgrades streets in Delta, for example, boulevard rain gardens or 

infiltration swales are frequently part of the capital budget. 

 

Green Infrastructure is Standard Practice in Delta: The 

Partnership for Water Sustainability’s interest in the progress and 

continuity of Delta’s program is long-term: 

 This interest goes back to 2007 when the City of Delta hosted the 

kick-off event in the second Showcasing Green Infrastructure 

Innovation in Metro Vancouver Series1, organized by the 

Partnership 

 In January 2015, the Partnership released Creating the Future in 

The Corporation of Delta: Rain Gardens Help Restore Nature2, to 

tell the story of the first decade of the rain garden program. 

 In December 2015, the Partnership recognized the City as one of 

its ‘Champion Supporters’ because: “Delta’s long-term 

commitment is helping the Partnership advance the vision for 

achieving watershed sustainability through implementation of 

green infrastructure policies and practices”. 

People learn from stories. It is therefore timely to share Deb’s 

reflections with a broader readership. The hope is that others will 

gain insight from Delta’s experience to date, and be inspired to 

apply and/or adapt lessons learned over the past decade and a 

half. 

                                                           
1  https://waterbucket.ca/gi/category/showcasing_green_infrastructure_innovation_implement_green_projects/2007_-

metro_vancouver_showcasing_green_infrastructure_innovation_implement_green_projects/ 
2    https://waterbucket.ca/wscblog/files/2015/01/Creating-the-Future-in-Delta_Rain-Gardens-Restore-Nature_Jan-2015__final.pdf 

Green 
Infrastructure in 
the City of Delta 

“Delta has some 500 

kilometres of roadways. 

The corporate vision is to 

enhance community 

liveability by beautifying 

streets, one block at a 

time.  

“In 2005, the 

municipality embarked 

upon a long-term 

initiative to 

incrementally improve 

the urban landscape 

though a streetscape 

program that embodies 

three objectives: build a 

greener community, 

adapt to a changing 

climate, and protect 

Delta’s natural 

watercourses.”  

- Creating the Future in 

Delta: Rain Gardens 

Help Restore Nature, 

2014 

Sustaining Delta’s Rain Garden Legacy through  
the Second Decade and Beyond 
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Look Back to Look Ahead 

“In August 2004, the volunteer group Cougar Creek Streamkeepers 

(North Delta/Surrey BC) first approached the Corporation (now City) 

of Delta to request a stormwater infiltration pilot project in North 

Delta,” wrote Deborah Jones, volunteer Rain Gardens Coordinator 

with Cougar Creek Streamkeepers.  

“At that time, we used terms such as ‘landscape-mitigated drainage’ 

and ‘vegetated swale’.  It was engineer Hugh Fraser, then Delta’s 

Manager of Utilities, who introduced us to the term ‘rain garden’.  

“Two years later, with a generous grant to Streamkeepers from the 

Pacific Salmon Foundation and in-kind contributions from Delta 

(including design, engineering and earthwork), a first collaborative 

‘rain garden’ was planted by volunteers and school kids, at Cougar 

Canyon Elementary School.   

 

“

  

 

Delta’s Rain Garden Program is  
Citizen Science in Action 

Delta - a history 
of successful 
collaboration for 
building rain 
gardens   

“After Cougar Canyon 

Elementary School,     

28 similar collaborative 

projects followed in the 

period 2009 through 

2019.  

“In addition, there have 

been many City-only 

projects with no 

volunteer participation.”  

- Deborah Jones, 2020 

The First Rain 
Garden Project 

Cougar Canyon 

Elementary School 

 

“The project was a success, inspiring then-Mayor Lois Jackson and 

Council to aim for installing a rain garden at every North Delta 

elementary school, as well as various community locations.”  
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Rain Gardens Reduce Rainwater Runoff Volume: “The 29 

school and community gardens perform well, annually diverting about 

22 million litres of pavement or roof runoff into landscaping.  Perhaps 

equally important, they’ve been a success with the public, serving to 

acquaint residents with drainage-related concepts such as rainwater 

runoff, infiltration and groundwater.   

“The friendly terminology ‘rain garden’ has no doubt been part of that 

success; it is much easier for kids and parents to get excited about a 

rain garden, than about a vegetated swale!  

“And yet, despite successes, this enterprise has not been a 

completely comfortable fit for City officials and staff, especially 

engineers.” 

 

Fear of Embarrassment and Fear of the Unfamiliar: “Most 

engineers have honed their grey infrastructure skills over years of 

training and experience, and now they’re being asked to install … 

gardens?!   

 And to raise the level of safety-overflow drains so that 

puddles will form in these gardens?   

 And to send the least possible volume of water down these 

drains?   

 And to maintain the gardens with wimpy manual tools like 

pruning shears and shovels, instead of large mechanized 

equipment?  This is stressful stuff! 

“As cities venture into this unfamiliar territory, FOPE and FOUMO 

inevitably leap to the fore.  FOPE (fear of public embarrassment) and 

FOUMO (fear of unfamiliar maintenance obligations) may even 

scuttle worthy projects -- and that’s where committed volunteer 

groups can ease the way forward.” 

 

Changing the 
Urban Landscape 
for the Better 

“When you have 

examples of what can be 

done, and projects are 

being built, you can then 

wrap your mind around 

the green infrastructure 

vision and say to 

yourself:  

 What’s the big deal? 

This is really common 

sense. If we can do 

this, then we can do 

more.  

“And before you know it, 

the ball is rolling and the 

landscape is changing for 

the better. This is all part 

of creating our future. 

‘And when we ask what 

will this community look 

like in 50 years, we can 

point to the green 

infrastructure examples 

and then we will know 

what it will look like in 50 

years.” 

-  Lois Jackson, 2007 
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FOPE -        
 Fear of Public Embarrassment 

 “Catch basins and storm sewers are standardized, predictable and 

instantly up-to-speed once installed.  Rain gardens, by contrast, are 

site-specific, not always predictable and don’t necessarily perform at 

their best until plants and soil biota have had time to establish.    

“When any project is seen as ‘The City’, residents are quick to 

criticize or complain, elected officials are quick to pass these 

complaints to staff and staff are quick to ‘backpedal’ -- especially if a 

project is a departure from past practice.   

 

 

 

 

 

“No surprise, then, that many municipal officials and staff across all 

jurisdictions are subject to FOPE in relation to rain gardens.” 

Precedent-
Setting Decision:  
An Engineer 
teamed with a 
Landscape 
Architect 

“One of our early 

decisions was to add a 

landscape designer 

(Sarah Howie) to the 

engineering design team. 

Her role was to find ways 

to incorporate rainwater 

capture technologies into 

landscaped amenities 

that beautify roadways. 

“At the time, within local 

government, this was 

viewed as a novel idea 

and approach – an 

engineer and landscape 

architect working as a 

design team. Looking 

back, so many good 

things have resulted from 

that one decision.” 

- Hugh Fraser, 2014 
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When Frontline Volunteers Lead: “By contrast, when rain 

garden projects are seen as ‘volunteer streamkeepers and school 

kids’, residents are more willing to cut us some slack if there are 

issues at the outset.   

“We've had minor overflows, slumps of rain garden banks before 

plants had established, puddles that stood for too long, trees that died 

- and people were patient while we fixed these things.  And we did fix 

them.  

“Delta, to its credit, let us frontline volunteers take the lead.  In the 

end, both the City and the volunteers have come out looking good -- 

and we’ve never had to decommission a rain garden (as Seattle once 

did).” 

 

Influence on Public Acceptance: “Not only have Streamkeepers 

been able to serve in this way as informal public ambassadors for rain 

gardens, we’ve also had access to funding for interpretive signage, 

from the Pacific Salmon Foundation Community Salmon Program and 

the Nature Trust of BC Rain Garden Fund.   

“Although most passersby never read beyond the header ‘Thus-and-

Such Rain Garden’, these signs have had a great impact on 

citizen awareness and acceptance of rainwater infiltration.” 

 

 

Influence of 
Interpretive 
Signage on 
Perception  

“The sight of standing 

water in a garden (as 

long as it infiltrates 

within 36 hours of rain 

stopping) is far less likely 

to elicit angry or 

panicked calls to the city, 

when signage explains 

that puddles are normal 

and even desirable in 

rain gardens.” 

- Deborah Jones, 2020 

 

How Deb Jones 
got involved 

“In 2001, my husband 

and I obtained 

permission from Delta 

Engineering to landscape 

a weedy drainage ditch 

in front of our house and 

our neighbour's.  This 

was followed by 

restoration planting 

projects in a local park 

and on the banks of 

Cougar Creek near Scott 

Road. These could never 

happened without Delta’s 

openness to 

volunteerism, earning us 

some ‘street cred’ with 

Delta in the early 2000s.” 

- Deborah Jones, 2020 
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FOUMO –       
 Fear of Unfamiliar Maintenance Obligations 

“Maintaining grey infrastructure?  Bring on the vactor trucks and other 

large mechanized equipment that spark joy in an engineer’s heart!  

And whether a catch basin is or isn’t pumped out on schedule, 

residents likely won’t notice.    

“Caring for a rain garden?  There’s little or no role for heavy 

equipment (which in any event causes soil compaction, the enemy of 

infiltration).  Regular mulching, weeding and trimming are the order of 

the day, especially in a young rain garden.  Not only are these 

techniques unfamiliar to most engineering staff, they’re also 

unappealing.” 

 

Overcome Fear through Inter-Departmental Collaboration: 

“Ultimately, the obvious solution to FOUMO is to make rain gardens 

joint projects of a city's engineers/planners and gardeners/foresters:  

 collaborate on design  

 engineers take charge of excavation, earthwork, installation of 

inflow and safety overflow  

 gardeners and urban foresters take charge of planting and 

maintenance.     

 “However, if Delta is any indication, such inter-departmental 

collaboration doesn't always come easily.  A city may be quicker to 

hire outside consultants, or use a developer's landscape designer, 

than to utilize expertise in plant selection and maintenance among 

their own municipal gardeners and foresters.” 

 

Shared Responsibility for ‘Adopt a Rain Garden’ Program: 

“In 2006, Streamkeepers committed to maintaining Cougar Canyon 

Elementary School Rain Garden.  By extension, volunteers simply 

took on each additional rain garden as these were installed.   

This de facto situation was formalized in 2015 with the creation of the 

City of Delta’s Adopt a Rain Garden Program, managed (as time 

allows) by the Engineering Department. 

Rain Garden 
Program depends 
on Shared 
Responsibility 

Shared responsibility is a 

foundation piece for 

Delta’s rain garden 

program.  

“Everyone in the process, 

students, designers, 

managers and 

constructors, must 

understand and care 

about the big-picture 

goal. This requires an 

ongoing educational 

process that instils an 

ethic.” 

- Hugh Fraser, 2014 

Rain Garden 
Design: Learn by 
Doing, Adapt and 
Improve 

“Our rain garden projects 

are not cookie-cutter 

designs. Each site is 

unique; and there will 

always be constraints 

and challenges. 

Fortunately, rain 

gardens are adaptable, 

and our approach is 

adaptive. That means we 

learn by doing.” 

- Hugh Fraser, 2014 
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“While the occasional maintenance issue is structural - for 

example, repairing a damaged curb cut - the vast bulk of 

maintenance concerns relate to horticulture.   

“Again, Streamkeepers have been able to serve as a kind of go-

between, enlisting help from Delta’s engineers or from its gardeners, 

as appropriate.  Hopefully this will smooth the way for more 

institutionalized collaboration among City departments in the 

future.” 

 

Influence on Public Acceptance:  “As with FOPE, Delta can 

relax a bit about FOUMO because residents are willing to cut us 

volunteers some slack.  Little do they realize we’re gently 

‘conditioning’ them to appreciate a less formal, less tailored and less 

costly style of public landscape maintenance!   

“North Delta's rain gardens are certainly not littered or unkempt, but 

they have a relaxed style and are allowed to evolve, as some plants 

thrive while others may die out, or move themselves to a location they 

like better.   

 

 

 

“

”People may not be able to articulate that they like the particular look-

and-feel that's achieved by ‘permissive’ volunteer gardeners working 

with manual tools.  But by their many positive comments, we know 

that they do indeed enjoy the gardens.  No doubt some municipal 

gardeners envy us our relative freedom to experiment with this 

part-garden-part-nature approach.” 

 

Less Formal, 
Less Tailored & 
Less Costly 

“Public response has been 

enthusiastic, both to the 

initial plant selections 

(usually a blend of 

natives and familiar 

garden plants) and to the 

evolution of each 

garden's little 

ecosystem.” 

- Deborah Jones, 2020 

 

“Rain gardens are not watered or irrigated, except for tree-gator bags 

during the first 2 or 3 summers. 



 

 

Living Water Smart in British Columbia: Georgia Basin Inter-Regional Education Initiative 

P
a

g
e
8

 

What Makes for Successful Collaborative 
Rain Garden Projects? 

 “Like any good relationship, this one thrives on long-term 

commitment.  The City of Delta has shown political commitment at the 

highest levels, and staff commitment to valuing the input of frontline 

volunteers. They have trusted us to make suitable day-to-day 

maintenance decisions, and have provided reasonable material 

support (e.g. woodchip mulch delivery, green waste pickup). 

 

A Shared Responsibility: “Volunteers, for their part, need to be 

committed to hanging in there for the long term.  Cities and school 

districts are justifiably leery of volunteer-initiated gardening projects, 

which are all-too-often abandoned by their proponents – leaving staff 

to clean up the mess.   

“Streamkeeper groups wanting to collaborate with local 

government on a rain garden should be sure they have the 

energy and person-power to stick with it for at the very least 3 

years, while the garden gets established.  

“Volunteers must also be sensitive to the multiple needs and 

viewpoints of both residents and city departments.  Keep it tidy, keep 

rain garden intakes and safety overflow routes clear at all times, 

preserve safety sightlines near sidewalks and driveways, consider the 

workloads of city staff if requesting assistance, etc.” 

 

‘Rain Gardeners’ 
program has 
connected a 
generation of 
school students 
with nature 

 “The benefits of 

involving students in a 

rain garden program are 

evident, as students 

entering secondary 

school who have ‘owned’ 

rain gardens at their old 

elementary schools 

continue to be involved in 

other rain garden 

activities in their local 

community.” 

-  Sarah Howie, 2014 

 

“Hands-on involvement 

has a lasting impact on 

kids who’ve planted and 

maintained rain gardens. 

But as existing gardens 

become ‘part of the 

landscape’ that kids have 

always known, they need 

new rain garden 

opportunities if they are 

to experience the 

excitement of creating a 

better and greener urban 

landscape.”  

     - Deborah Jones, 2020 
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Rain Gardens in a Masculine-Feminine Context:  ”The 

majority of municipal engineers are still men.  Generally speaking, 

their approach to problem-solving still tends toward ‘masculine’ 

solutions that assert control and bestow prestige/power through the 

use of large and/or complex technologies.  The larger and more 

complex, the better! 

“The majority of volunteer rain gardeners are still women.  Generally 

speaking, they are comfortable addressing problems with ‘soft’ 

solutions such as nurturing and accommodation.  They tend to be 

more at ease with the idea of copying ‘Mother’ Nature’s example: 

soak up rainwater in spongy green landscapes that also provide 

habitat and aesthetics. 

“Obviously, we need both approaches!  In general though, stormwater 

management has been dominated by a masculine approach for 

centuries.  It’s time to seek a better balance.  I doubt that the City of 

Delta has been thinking of rain gardens in this masculine-feminine 

context – but de facto, and to Delta’s credit, they’ve taken many 

steps toward that better balance,” concludes Deb Jones. 

 

  

And in Closing:   On the next and final page, we present three rain 

garden photographs and concluding reflections by Deb Jones on her 

“rain garden journey” over the past two decades. 

Instil a 
Stewardship 
Ethic; Cultivate 
Continuity 

“Creating a lasting 

change does require 

constant reminders to 

staff to think about how 

to integrate rain 

gardens.” 

- Hugh Fraser, 2014 

 

Rain Garden 
Program got a 
boost with   
‘Tea at the Ditch’ 

“Without Nancy 

McLean's off-the-wall 

idea of organizing a 

neighbourhood ‘tea at the 

ditch’ that we had 

landscaped, I doubt that 

infiltration drainage 

would have made such a 

lasting impression on 

Mayor Jackson and two 

other councillors who 

attended.” 

- Deborah Jones, 2014 
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A Fortunate 
Confluence of 
Personalities, 
Interests and Skills 
 

“Looking back, I see now 

that the rain garden 

program evolved 

gradually, in the manner of 

any good garden -- from 

early conversations in 1999, 

through the first rain 

garden in 2006, to the 29 

school and community rain 

gardens in 2019. 

“The program came about 

through a fortunate 

confluence of personalities, 

interests and skills – it is 

not something that a 

community can necessarily 

just decide to do, and 

presto, it happens. 

“Remove any one of the 

individuals or 

organizations who played 

roles in the process, and 

North Delta's school and 

community rain gardens 

either would not have 

happened at all, or would 

have been much less 

successful.” 

- Deborah Jones, 2020 

 


