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What is a rain barrel? 
 

 A rain barrel is a container that collects and stores rain water from your roof and drain spouts 
 It controls storm water runoff which would otherwise carry pollution to our streams and our 

Chesapeake Bay.  
 Composed usually of a 55 gallon drum, a vinyl hose, PVC couplings, a screen to keep debris 

and insects out, and other off-the-shelf items 
 It is relatively simple and inexpensive to construct and can sit conveniently under any gutter 

down spout.  

What are the advantages of a rain barrel?  They will help you to  

“see your feets in our creeks again”!  HOW? 

1. Decreases water pollution:  
 

 Their greatest benefit is in reducing storm water runoff into our local 
watershed and the Chesapeake Bay-more than 25,000 gallons fall on 
1,200 sq. ft. roof during the growing season 

 By capturing rooftop stormwater runoff, they help to keep local 
waterways clean, minimizing erosion/sedimentation and pollution to 
our creeks and bay.  (With climate change bringing longer droughts 
and more down pours, the runoff problem is only getting worse.)  

 Therefore, a rain barrel is an easy way for you to have a consistent 
supply of clean, fresh water for outdoor use, FREE, and an easy way 
for you to help “Save the Bay”!  

 
Other Benefits: 
 
2. Saves homeowners money by reducing water and electricity costs: 
 

 A rain barrel will save most homeowners about 1,300 gallons of water during the peak summer 
months.  

 Rain barrel use reserves your water for drinking and lessens the stress on municipal or well 
water systems.  

 It also decreases your electricity consumption to run your well or water conditioning.  
 Consider this; a one inch rainstorm produces 700 gallons of water runoff from the average 

household roof.  That is equivalent to 17 baths or 58 showers!  Imagine how many times you 
can water your garden, household plants, trees, lawn, and even clean your cars with that 
amount of water. 
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 According to an article in Fine Homebuilding, the average house uses 127,400 gallons of water 
a year, or 350 gallons a day.  

 Question? Which answer below do you think the most household water is used for? 
 a) showers  
 b) clothes washer  
 c) faucets  
 d) toilets  
 e) leaks  

  of the 350 gallons a day, 88 gallons is used per person for a home of 4.     
  58% of the 350 gallons is used outside during summer months.  Another great reason to collect 

rain water in a rain barrel.   
 
3. Collects “soft water” which is healthier for plants: 
 

 Lawn and garden watering make up nearly 40% of total household water use during the 
summer. A rain barrel collects water and stores it for when you need it most - during periods of 
drought - to water plants, wash your car, or to top a swimming pool.  

 
 Rainwater can help improve the health of your gardens, lawns, and trees.  It provides an ample 

supply of free 'soft water' to homeowners, containing no minerals, chlorine, fluoride, lime or 
calcium.  For this reason, plants in your garden will respond very well to rainwater.  After all, 
it’s what plants in the wild thrive on!  

 
 However, rooftops contain contaminants and we know that plants absorb a certain amount of 

contaminants, therefore it is suggested that homeowners do not water their vegetable or herb 
gardens if consumed, as a precaution.  Although, some suggest it is ok to water your vege and 
herb gardens as long as you do not get the water on the leaves of plants you will eat. 

 
4. Protects your home from water damage: 
 

 A rain barrel can also help reduce the amount of water that may settle around the foundation of 
your home.  Saving water not only helps protect the environment and your home, it saves you 
money and energy (decreased demand for treated tap water).  

 
5. Helps recharge ground water naturally: 
 

 Using stored water collected in rain barrels for lawn and garden use prevents it from running 
off into storm drains and allows it to infiltrate back into the ground water supply. 

 
Uses for collected water 

 clean your boats, car or truck 

 connect to a soaker hose (with the pressure-reducing washer removed)  

 fill a watering can and hand-water plants, flowerbeds and gardens  

 keep your compost bin moist  

 rinse off gardening tools  

 Wash house, boat or car windows 
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How much rainwater can I collect? 

 A typical 1/2-inch rainfall will fill one 50- to 55- gallon barrel.  

 To figure this out, multiply your roof sq. footage x .6.  Its about a half gallon of water per square 
foot of roof area during a 1-inch rainfall.   

 Ex. a 2,000-square-foot roof can collect 1,200 gallons of water  – 200 gallons after about 20% 
loss from evaporation, runoff and splash) = 1,000 gallons of water.  Now x that by ave. inch per 
month, lets say 2” month = 2,000 gallons of water per month.  Therefore YOU can save about 
20% of your water costs since the average house uses 127,400 gallons a year or 10,500 
gallons per month.   

 

What about filtering? 

 Leaf debris, bird droppings and chemicals from roof material won't likely be harmful to plants.   

 A window screen or wire mesh is used to keep out debris and insects.   

 It is good to clean the tank periodically to remove any settling. 
 
Problems to Avoid 
 

 Double layer wire mesh screens are used to prevent mosquitoes from breeding, and tilting 
the rain barrel slightly downward at installation allows excess water to drain off the barrel 
soaking into the ground.  You can also use tablets called “mosquito dunks” to do the job.  The 
dunks can be put in your rain barrel for extra protection while releasing a bacterial agent that 
kills mosquito larvae but does not harm people, animals, or plants. 

 
 Leaks may also occur if not maintained.  To prevent leaks, remove your barrel from the spout 

before freezing occurs, turn over and empty it.  You can leave it outside upside down, or 
reconnect a plastic tube spout in place of the rain barrel through the winter.    

How can I purchase a ready-made rain barrel? 

Ready-made rain barrels can be purchased from the Gunpowder Valley Conservancy by calling 
410-668-0118 or by email at perry@gunpowderfalls.org .   We can pre-assemble a barrel for you 
(within 3 weeks), for a $15 fee in addition to the cost of a barrel.    

How do I build a simple rain barrel? 

Gunpowder Valley Conservancy Version 

RAIN BARREL ASSEMBLY 
 
There are many ways to fabricate a rain barrel- the system below is the system I have developed, but 
improvements are always possible.       
      
     John Miller, GVC board member and GVC Rain Barrel Assembler 
 
 
 

mailto:perry@gunpowderfalls.org
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Rain Barrel Kit- (Supplies): 
 

 55 gallon polyethylene barrel (rinsed clean) 
 4-5’ piece of garden hose  
 1 male end fitting  
 1 plastic shut off valve  
 1 hose clamp 
 Aluminum insect screen (need enough for 8”x 8” square) 
 ¼” hardware cloth (need enough for 8”x 8” square) 
 2 stainless steel sheet metal screws 

 
Tools needed:  
 

 Snips to cut the screen and hardware cloth to size 
 small drill bit for the sheet metal screws 
 Gray plastic hose adaptor- ½” male pipe thread fitting  (40 cents at Home Depot plumbing 

dept) 
 Power drill 
 ¾” hole saw 
 saber or jig saw with a bit (not too fine teeth) 
 screwdriver(s) 
 wrench to tighten the hose adaptor 
 large hole saw (I use a 3 5/8” dia., but this is optional and not required) 

 
 
 

STEP 1:                       

  

                                                                             

 

 

 

 

 

Using the jig saw or the big hole saw, cut an opening in the 
top towards the edge of the barrel for the downspout to fill 
the barrel.  If using the saw, an oval hole perhaps 4”x6” 
would be good. 
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    STEP 1: Continued  

  

                
 

STEP 2: 

 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Trim the screen and 
hardware cloth to 8”x 8” 
square to cover the 4” x 6” 
hole.  Then secure it with the 
two screws. 
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STEP 3: 

 

 
 

STEP 4: 

   
 

STEP 5: 

            
 

 

  

 

 

 

Saw the barrel’s flange 
flush with the top, next 
to the opening, so 
excess water can flow 
off the top of the barrel 
(some builders install 
overflow hoses, but 
they can be easily 
overwhelmed by a 
deluge of water). 

Saw a notch in the flange for 
the hose end to rest in and to 
keep the hose off the ground 
and above the water level, in 
case the valve is left open or 
leaks. 

Using the ¾” hole saw, make a hole 
just above the barrel’s bottom, in the 
side, and screw in the gray plastic 
fitting (it makes its own threads, and 
is tight enough not to leak).   
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STEP 6:                                                                     
 

COMPLETED  RAIN  BARREL  ASSEMBLY                 

 

 

                                            
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Attach hose at 
bottom hole.  
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       Steps to Install Rain Barrel 

 
    Preparation: 

 
1. Determine type of drain pipe- is it round or square? Is it 4” wide [      ], or 3” wide 

[  ]?  
     2. What color? 

    3. Is it aluminum, steel, or copper? 

    4. See if elbow or turnout is already on bottom of spout- can use   
        that one if it exists. 

    5. If spout is connected to underground, then need to buy a cap 
    6. We suggest corrugated, flexible plastic elbow which has a 3” end and 4” end, so 

will fit into any drain spout.  
 
Tools/Equipment Needed: 
 

    1. hacksaw with fine toothed blade 
2. pliers 

3. drill & bit (for screws) 
4. tin snips 

5. screws (stainless steel) 
6. Phillips screw driver 

7. 3 or 4 concrete blocks 
8. rain barrel 

9. tape measure 
10. bracket to secure downspout (if one is not already installed) 

11. cover or cap if spout connected underground 
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    Installation Steps: 
 

1. Flatten ground large enough to hold concrete base under barrel, with slight tilt 

downward away from house. 
2. Set up sturdy base with concrete blocks one or two blocks high, with slight tilt 

away from house (needs to hold 400 lbs of water in 55 gallon drum) 
3. Place barrel on blocks, which creates gravity for water pressure. Make sure it tilts 

slightly so standing water runs off.  Have hole and screen farthest away from 
house. 

4. Measure up about 10” above barrel on downspout (length of elbow) depending on 
height of your elbow. 

5. Cut off downspout with fine toothed hacksaw at measurement of elbow.  Leave 
just enough room after you install the elbow so you can remove barrel in fall and 

turn it upside down.  

6. If using aluminum elbow, pinch the four corners of the downspout to fit it into the 
elbow. This should be enough so you don’t have to use screws.  Or you can use an 

corrugated plastic elbow that fits over original pipe whether 3” or 4” .  Screws will 
be needed with corrugated elbow. 

7. The elbow should direct overflow water away from house toward hole in barrel and 
overflow to landscaped area or stones at base of barrel to reduce erosion. 

8. May have to secure downspout after it is cut, if it was fastened at the bottom 

originally.  Reuse existing bracket or a new one. 
 

RAIN BARREL INSTALLATION: 
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MAINTENANCE OF RAIN BARREL 
 

                       
 
 
 
 
 
             

                                         

 Clean the screen when it gets clogged by pollen or debris. 
 Before the winter freeze, remember to drain it, disconnect it from spout, turn it upside 

down, and store inside if possible to prevent freezing and potential cracking.  It is a good 

idea to buy a plastic bendable spout to connect to spout in place of the barrel during winter.  

Then reconnect barrel again in early spring. 

Rain Barrel with Rain Diverter hook up.  Rain will fill up 

first in barrel with diverter, then when full, the excess water 

flows down the corrugated pipe to a garden bed.    

Completed Rain Barrel 

Installation- directly from 

spout to barrel. 

 To Paint: Use abrasive material (steel wool or sand paper) and gently scratch surface of 

area you wish to paint.  Use latex house paint or exterior paint.  OR you can spray paint 

with “Plastic Coat” paint-you do NOT need to scratch the surface with this paint.   

 Painting it would help algae control, since the translucent barrel will let some light in.  

Blue barrels don’t have that issue.  
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