
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cornell Cooperative Extension in Suffolk County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

 

 

Extension Education Center 
 
423 Griffing Avenue, Suite 100 
Riverhead, New York 11901-3071 
t. 631.727.7850 
f. 631.727.7130  

Rain Gardens 

What is a rain garden and why is it a good choice for county properties? 

A rain garden is a natural or shallowly dug depression which can capture and soak up stormwater 
runoff from roofs, sidewalks, compacted areas, driveways and other impervious areas around 
county buildings.  

Rain gardens can also be effectively used as a buffer for open water or wetlands to capture runoff  
and thus protect water quality 

Rain gardens are planted with suitable trees, shrubs, flowers, and other plants allowing runoff to 
soak into the ground and protect water quality. Stormwater runoff is considered one of the main 
sources of water pollution nation-wide. Stormwater runoff can result in: 

- Overall reduction in groundwater recharge. 

- Long-term lowering of groundwater tables and loss of stream flow during dry weather. 

- Increased erosion. 

- Increased water quality impacts caused by pollutants in stormwater runoff. 

- Flooding – especially more frequent “flash” flooding. 

What are additional benefits of Rain Gardens? 
 
-Provide habitat for wildlife 

-Increase the number and diversity of birds and butterflies  

-Provide an attractive and low maintenance and sustainable alternative to traditional turf (water 
will move more slowly through shrubs and other plantings compared to turf). 
 

-Good public relations, more visually attractive to public. 

 

How do I design and install a Rain Garden? 
 
• The rain garden should be at least 10 feet from building foundations so infiltrating water 
doesn’t seep into the foundation.  Gutters are easily extended to accommodate roof runoff. 



• Do not install within 15 feet of septic systems, or 25 feet of wells or water supplies.  

• Install in full or partial sun, not directly under a big tree. 

 
• Do not install in wet patches where infiltration is already slow 

 
• Water should only pool in rain garden for several hours after rainfall before it is absorbed. If it 
persists, wrong spot for rain garden. 

How do I maintain a Rain Garden? 
 
You may have to weed or provide additional water during the first year of establishment.  After 
the first year, minimal mulching, pruning and thinning, and plant replacement will be required. 
Insepect garden periodically during or after rain to make sure it is draining correctly. 

What plants should I put in the Rain Garden? 

Use plants with a developed root structure instead of starting plants by seed. Seeds will have a 
hard time establishing in the conditions of a rain garden and will make garden susceptible to 
erosion and weeds. 

Use plants that can tolerate temporary pooling of rain AND dry stretches.  

Trees 
Red Maple, Acer rubrum 
Shadblow, Amelanchier arborea 
River Birch, Betula nigra 
Gray Birch, Betula populifolia 
Red-Panicled Dogwood, Cornus racemosa 
Witchhazel, Hammamelis virginiana 
Red Cedar, Juniperus virginiana 
American Sweetgum, Liquidambar styraciflua 
Tupelo, Nyssa sylvatica 
American Hop Hornbeam, Ostrya virginiana 
Swamp White Oak, Quercus bicolor 
Pin Oak, Quercus palustris 
Red Oak, Quercus rubra 

Shrubs and Vines 
Red Chokeberry, Aronia arbutifolia 
Black Chokeberry, Aronia melanocarpa 
Wild Clematis, Clematis virginiana 
Sweet Pepperbush, Clethra alnifolia 
Red Twig Dogwood, Cornus sericea 
Black Huckleberry, Gaylussacia baccata 
Inkberry, Ilex glabra 



American Holly, Ilex opaca 
Winterberry Holly, Ilex verticillata 
Mountain-laurel, Kalmia latifolia 
*Northern Spicebush, Lindera benzoin 
Trumpet Honeysuckle, Lonicera sempervirens 
Northern Bayberry, Myrica pensylvanica 
Virginia Creeper, Parthenocissus quinquefolia 
Rosebud Azalea, Rhododendron periclymenoides 
*Great Rhododendron, Rhododendron maximum 
Shining Sumac, Rhus copallinum 
*Small Pussy-Willow, Salix humilis 
Elderberry, Sambucus canadensis 
Late Lowbush Blueberry, Vaccinium angustifolium 
Highbush Blueberry, Vaccinium corymbosum 
Witherod, Viburnum cassinoides 
 

Perennials and Herbaceous Plants 
Northern Maidenhair Fern, Adiantum pedatum 
*Jack-in-the-pulpit, Arisaema triphyllum 
*Wild Columbine, Aquilegia canadensis 
*Bushy Aster, Aster dumosus 
*Heath Aster, Aster ericoides 
New England Aster, Aster novae-angliae 
Dwarf Cornel, Cornus canadensis 
Glade-fern, Deparia acrostichoides 
Tufted Hair Grass, Deschampsia cespitosa 
Carolina Lovegrass, Eragrostis pectinacea 
*Sweet Joe-Pye Weed, Eupatorium purpureum 
*Grass-leaved Goldenrod, Euthamia graminifolia and Euthamia tenuifolia 
Wintergreen, Gaultheria procumbens 
Interrupted Fern, Osmunda claytoniana 
Switchgrass, Panicum virgatum 
*Torrey’s Mountain Mint, Pycnanthemum verticillatum 
*Virginia Mountain Mint, Pycnanthemum virginianum 
*Rough Goldenrod, Solidago rugosa 
New York Fern, Thelypteris noveboracensis 

* attractive to butterflies and/or hummingbirds 

 
 


