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Rain Barrels
Collecting Storm Water for Urban Gardening

Rather than letting storm water run off into overflowing city sewers, you can col-
lect it and use it to water your indoor and outdoor plants. Rain barrels are a simple, 
low-tech, and inexpensive way to collect rainwater for your home or garden use, 
allowing you to save on water bills and minimize your impact on the local envi-
ronment. While collected water is not safe for drinking, cooking, or bathing in, it’s 
perfectly safe for gardening, washing cars, and even flushing toilets.

Why ColleCt Water?
Rainwater is perfect for your plants–it contains none of the chlorine and chemi-

cals that are added to tap water, the temperature does not shock plants, and its 
natural acidity is good for urban soil that has become alkaline due to cement. Fur-
thermore, filtering tap water and pumping it into our gardens requires energy and 
economic resources--it’s far more efficient to collect water where it falls and use 
it on dry days for gardening. During the summer, Brooklynites use a substantial 
amount of tap water for outdoor projects such as cleaning and watering–tasks for 
which collected water would work just as well.

Brooklynites can demonstrate a commitment to safe food and a clean environ-
ment by collecting rainwater for windowsill herb gardening, backyard vegetable 
plots, and other urban agriculture projects such as school or community gardens. 
Depending on the size of the area you’re collecting rainwater from, even a very 
small amount of rain can fill a 50-gallon rain barrel. 

hoW to ColleCt Water
When creating a water-catching 

system, use a durable nontoxic con-
tainer. Your rain barrel can be as sim-
ple as a heavy-duty plastic garbage 
can with a hole cut in the top, placed 
below a rain gutter. Once water ac-
cumulates, it can be scooped out 
with a bucket. Alternatively, you can 
use a spigot to connect a watering 
hose, placing the barrel on a concrete 
block so the spigot is easier to reach. 
Use a tight-fitting lid to keep ani-
mals and children safe, and a mesh 
screen to keep mosquitoes out. All 
of these supplies should be available 
for purchase at any hardware store in 
Brooklyn.

You can also make a rain-harvesting system with a repurposed food shipping 
barrel, which are sometimes available at the Park Slope Food Coop, at 782 Union 
St., or other grocery stores. To outfit your own recycled containers to harvest wa-



ter, you can buy a kit at gardenwatersaver.com. If 
you prefer, you can buy a commercially produced 
rain barrel, already fitted with a tight lid and a spigot. 
These can be purchased online, at cleanairgardening.
com and watersavers.com. 

If your building does not have a rain gutter that you 
can easily fit a rain barrel under, you might need to 
be more creative in designing and building a system 
to harvest water at your home. But it is possible.

 
All systems share basic elements in common. 

A roof usually serves as your collection area, and 
Brooklynites typically have tar or metal roofs, which 
are considered safe to collect rainwater from. (Some 
building materials can be toxic--such as wood shin-
gles treated with chromated copper arsenate or anti-
moss strips that contain zinc--but these materials are 
rarely found in Brooklyn.)

Gutters or piping generally transport the water to 
the storage tank or barrel. Gravity or human power is 
then used to dispense the water to the garden. Many 
systems use leaf screens on the gutters to keep out 
debris, and some include diverters to flush the first 
flow of water. Others filter water using screens built 
into the barrel lids.

Finally, build in an overflow system for days when 
rain is plentiful and exceeds your needs. This can be 
as simple as a pipe at the top of the storage container 
to allow excess water to flow out.

 
Although rainwater harvesting is a simple, low-

tech process, if does require minimal system main-
tenance to keep it working smoothly. In the spring, 
you’ll need to clean out debris and check for leaks, 
and before winter, you’ll need to remove any stop-
pers to ensure water does not freeze in the container 
and crack it. 

loCal Support for 
Brooklyn Water-harveSting 

In Brooklyn, you will find lots of support for your 
efforts to collect rainwater. Since 2002, New York 
City’s Water Resources Group (waterresourcesgroup.
blogspot.com) has helped build water-harvesting 
systems in more than 20 community gardens, and is 
diverting more than a quarter-million gallons of rain-

Questions about gardening?
Contact us at 

brooklynbackyard@gmail.com
And join our online community on Facebook! 

water out of the city sewers each year. Check with 
your local community garden to see if they have rain 
barrels, and see if you can borrow ideas from their 
water-harvesting to inspire your own gardening. 


