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What is a Rain Barrel? 
A Rain barrel is a specially designed container that holds 

about 40‐75 gallons of water. Rain Barrels receive runoff from 
roofs through the gutter downspout or leader. Rain barrels 
come in a variety of different styles, colors, and materials 
ranging from wooden barrels to recycled plastics. Designs 
should include a screen or closed top for keeping debris and 

mosquitoes out of your rain barrel. 
 

Why Use a Rain Barrel? 
Save Water and Energy 
Less that 1% of the water on this Earth is safe for drinking 
(potable water). Would you believe that 30% of the potable 
water used every day in the United States is devoted to 
outdoor uses such as watering lawns and washing cars? In 
the summertime that percentage increases greatly! Use a rain 
barrel for washing your car and watering your lawn and save 
the potable water for drinking! 
 Most people don’t realize that conserving water can also save energy. Over 9% of the 
electricity in the United States is used to pump, treat and heat water! By collecting water in 
rain barrels, you can personally make a difference in reducing the energy use that contributes 
to excess greenhouse gases. Rainwater harvesting can help to reduce water related energy use 
as well as save you money. 
 

Save Money 
Just ¼ inch of rainfall can yield up to 150 gallons of water from a 1000 ft rooftop – enough to 
fill three rain barrels! If you have public water, you can save money on your water bill. If you 
have your own well, a few rain barrels could provide savings on your energy bills and save 
potable water for drinking! 
 

Reduce Runoff 
Installing a rain barrel can reduce the amount of stormwater runoff and improve water quality 

in your community. Diverting runoff from your roof into a rain barrel reduces the amount of 
stormwater being discharged into storm sewers that empty into nearby rivers, lakes, and 
streams. Collecting rooftop runoff in rain barrels and using it for other purposes can help to: 

 Control localized flooding 

 Recharge local groundwater resources 

 Protect rivers and streams from erosion 

 Keep pollutants from paved areas from entering waterways 

 Reduce the need for sewer upgrades in combined sewer 
overflow communities 

Installing a rain barrel is a simple and easy way to save money and 
conserve water, with the added benefits of decreasing stormwater 
runoff and improving water quality! 
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How a Rain Barrel Works 

A rain barrel must be places near the downspout of a rooftop gutter. An elbow may be used to 
divert water into the barrel or a special diverter may be purchased for the purpose. Rain 
barrels have a spigot at the bottom and an overflow device to route excess water away from the 
foundation. Better water pressure will be achieved when the barrel is full. Elevating the barrel 
can also help the water to drain with more force. Rain barrels can weigh up to 500 lbs. when 
full, so it is important to place the barrel on a firm, level surface such as cement blocks or 
pavers before attaching to the downspout. Elevating the barrel also makes it easier to fill a 
bucket or watering can. 
 
How can I use the water in my rain barrel? 
You can use the water to irrigate your lawn or landscape, water indoor plants, or to fill outdoor 
fountains, wash your car, or clean household windows. The water in the rain barrel can collect 
pollutants from your roof and should not be used for drinking water. Since contaminants may 
wash into the barrel (foreign debris or bird droppings for example), the water is considered 
“surface water” and is not considered suitable for vegetable gardens. 

 
Do rain barrels provide mosquito habitat? 
Most rain barrels are fully enclosed or have screen and caulking around the downspout to 
prevent mosquitoes and other debris from entering the barrel. If the rain barrel is properly 
installed and maintained, mosquitoes do not have the opportunity to breed. 
 
How much does a rain barrel cost? 
An average rain barrel costs between $55 and $120. Many watershed associations and 
Cooperative Extensions offer reduced pricing on rain barrels or kits. You can save even more 
money by making your own rain barrel. You can find instructions online from Cooperative 
Extensions and watershed association throughout the United States.  
 
How do I maintain my rain barrel? 

1. Use the water in your rain barrel frequently so that storage is available for the 
next rain event 

2. Before the winter months, drain the barrel, clean it with a non‐toxic cleaning 
solution, and check all of the connections for repairs 

3. Store the empty barrel upside down to keep it from freezing until you are ready to 
use it again in the Spring. 

If properly maintained, the average life span of a rain barrel is 20 years – a great investment! 
 
Other Resources: 
The EPA’s “Soak up the Rain” handbook:  

http://www.epa.gov/region1/soakuptherain/resources.html 
The EPA’s Climate Change: Water Resources Impacts & Adaptations 
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/impacts-adaptation/water.html 
For information on the link between energy use and water: see “Water Use and Energy”  
http://www.epa.gov/greenhomes/ConserveWater.htm 
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