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In response to growing concern about stormwater management and water pollution, many suburban 
and urban communities across the state, including Ann Arbor, MI; Dearborn, MI; and Grand Rapids, 
MI, now encourage residents to install rain gardens on their property. Rain gardens are shallow 
depressions in the ground that are designed to collect rain or snowmelt. They serve to retain 
rainwater in place, which reduces the amount of runoff to the stormwater system and minimizes water 
pollution to area streams and rivers. To support this practice, local governments incentivize rain 
garden installation by offering stormwater fee reductions and recognition. 
 

What are the Benefits of Rain Gardens? 

 Cost-Effective 

o Rain gardens are one of the most cost-effective ways to minimize stormwater runoff and 
reduce nonpoint source pollution, which is pollution that cannot be traced to sources 
such as factories. Alternative stormwater management solutions often require 
infrastructure investments that are costly and take time to install. Rain gardens cost, on 
average, $2 per square foot if installing yourself, $5-$8 if you hire a landscaper to dig, 
and $15 if you hire a designer for the garden.  

 Functionality 

o The plant life that is selected for a rain garden often includes native species, because 
they are most able to survive in local weather conditions. However, rain gardens can be 
planted with species that attract local pollinators, provide food, or improve aesthetics. 
Rain gardens are adaptable to many priorities, each of which provides a functional 
benefit in addition to their water retention capabilities. Many plant species will do well in 
rain garden conditions. Gardeners in suburban or urban areas, however, should avoid 
using edible plants. Runoff from impervious surfaces—such as driveways and roofs—
will carry more pollutants and be unsafe for edibles. 

 Stormwater Credit Reduction 

o Washtenaw County offers residents with rain gardens a stormwater rate credit. This 
means that those who install a rain garden on their property are able to save $3.36 per 
quarter acre of land on each quarterly statement. This credit acknowledges the 
resident’s beneficial service to the local watershed, since they are minimizing the 
amount of water the county must then manage in the stormwater system.  

 Waterway Pollution Reduction 

o Rain gardens help filter out pollutants that are picked up by rainfall and transported 
through the stormwater system to the county’s drinking water source, the Huron River. 
The plant life in rain gardens helps filter rainwater of the fertilizers, oils, fecal matter, and 
debris that rainwater picks up on pervious and impervious surfaces. 

 
How Can I Participate? 

 Install a Garden Yourself 
o The Washtenaw County Water Resources Commission provides references materials 

and implementation steps for residents who wish to install their own rain garden. Help 



   
  

with the design and implementation of a rain garden is also available through the 
county’s Rain Gardens Coordinator, Susan Bryan (bryans@washtenaw.org). 

 Become a Master Rain Gardener 
o Washtenaw County offers training to volunteers who wish to be a rain garden resource 

to their community and neighbors. 
 Hire a Contractor 

o There are many landscaping and gardening professionals in the area who design and 
install rain gardens in the area. A list of qualified contractors is available on the County 
rain garden website. 
 

Frequently Asked Questions 
 

What is stormwater, and why does it matter? 

Stormwater is heavy rain that stresses the drainage system and flows to area waterways. It concerns 
local planners and government officials because it is a primary pollutant of water sources. As rain 
water runoff flows over pervious and impervious surfaces, it picks up pollutants along the way and 
carries them to our rivers. 
 

Why is managing stormwater runoff so important in urban and suburban areas? 

Urban and suburban areas have a higher proportion of impervious surfaces, such as driveways, 
roofs, and parking lots. These surfaces do not allow rainwater to be absorbed by the ground, so more 
water flows into storm drains and catch basins. Not only can this cause issues with flooding and 
property damage when there are heavy rains, it can also cause considerable pollution. Impervious 
surfaces are often covered in chemicals such as motor oil from cars, which then find their way to 
rivers and streams. Urban and suburban areas have more of these surfaces, and therefore greater 
potential for pollution. 
 

Will rain gardens clean up all pollution? 

Rain gardens will do a reasonable job of filtering the water they collect, but are limited by their size 
and the filtering capabilities of their plants. On average, rain gardens can collect between 0.5 and 1 
inch of rain. If more rain accumulates, the rain garden will not be able to hold that water. However, the 
first half inch to one inch of rain is often the dirtiest, because the beginning of a storm will carry most 
of the surface particles. There is also variability in the efficiency of plants to filter certain chemicals, so 
rain gardens can help remove pollutants, but may not remove everything. 
 
Will rain gardens solve the flooding in my backyard or basement? 
Not necessarily. Rain gardens can help divert water away from your house, but they are not always 
enough to solve the issue. If the grade of your yard slopes toward your house, for example, then you 
may need to re-grade your yard. The usefulness of a rain garden in solving wet basement problems 
will also depend on the groundwater table in your area, and the characteristics of your property’s soil. 
County technical assistance is available to determine whether a rain garden is a viable solution. 
 
 

Resources 

City of Ann Arbor Rain Garden Guide 
City of Ann Arbor Stormwater Credits 
Rain Garden Resources in Washtenaw County  
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