
Roof Runoff Controls SD-11 

Rain Garden

Design Objectives 

 Maximize Infiltration 
 Provide Retention 

 Slow Runoff 

 Minimize Impervious Land 
Coverage 

 Prohibit Dumping of Improper 
Materials 

 Contain Pollutants 

 Collect and Convey 
 

 

Description 
Various roof runoff controls are available to address stormwater 
that drains off rooftops.  The objective is to reduce the total volume and rate of runoff from 
individual lots, and retain the pollutants on site that may be picked up from roofing materials 
and atmospheric deposition.  Roof runoff controls consist of directing the roof runoff away from 
paved areas and mitigating flow to the storm drain system through one of several general 
approaches:  cisterns or rain barrels; dry wells or infiltration trenches; pop-up emitters, and 
foundation planting.   The first three approaches require the roof runoff to be contained in a 
gutter and downspout system.  Foundation planting provides a vegetated strip under the drip 
line of the roof.   

Approach 
Design of individual lots for single-family homes as well as lots for higher density residential and 
commercial structures should consider site design provisions for containing and infiltrating roof 
runoff or directing roof runoff to vegetative swales or buffer areas.  Retained water can be reused 
for watering gardens, lawns, and trees.  Benefits to the environment include reduced demand for 
potable water used for irrigation, improved stormwater quality, increased groundwater 
recharge, decreased runoff volume and peak flows, and decreased flooding potential.   

Suitable Applications 
Appropriate applications include residential, commercial and industrial areas planned for 
development or redevelopment. 

Design Considerations 
Designing New Installations 
Cisterns or Rain Barrels 

One method of addressing roof runoff is to direct roof downspouts 
to cisterns or rain barrels.  A cistern is an above ground storage 
vessel with either a manually operated valve or a permanently open 
outlet.  Roof runoff is temporarily stored and then released for 
irrigation or infiltration between storms.  The number of rain 
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barrels needed is a function of the rooftop area.  Some low impact developers recommend that 
every house have at least 2 rain barrels, with a minimum storage capacity of 1000 liters.   Roof 
barrels serve several purposes including mitigating the first flush from the roof which has a high 
volume, amount of contaminants, and thermal load.  Several types of rain barrels are 
commercially available.  Consideration must be given to selecting rain barrels that are vector 
proof and childproof.  In addition, some barrels are designed with a bypass valve that filters out 
grit and other contaminants and routes overflow to a soak-away pit or rain garden. 

If the cistern has an operable valve, the valve can be closed to store stormwater for irrigation or 
infiltration between storms.  This system requires continual monitoring by the resident or 
grounds crews, but provides greater flexibility in water storage and metering.  If a cistern is 
provided with an operable valve and water is stored inside for long periods, the cistern must be 
covered to prevent mosquitoes from breeding.   

A cistern system with a permanently open outlet can also provide for metering stormwater 
runoff.  If the cistern outlet is significantly smaller than the size of the downspout inlet (say ¼ to 
½ inch diameter), runoff will build up inside the cistern during storms, and will empty out 
slowly after peak intensities subside.  This is a feasible way to mitigate the peak flow increases 
caused by rooftop impervious land coverage, especially for the frequent, small storms. 

Dry wells and Infiltration Trenches 

Roof downspouts can be directed to dry wells or infiltration trenches.  A dry well is constructed 
by excavating a hole in the ground and filling it with an open graded aggregate, and allowing the 
water to fill the dry well and infiltrate after the storm event.  An underground connection from 
the downspout conveys water into the dry well, allowing it to be stored in the voids.  To 
minimize sedimentation from lateral soil movement, the sides and top of the stone storage 
matrix can be wrapped in a permeable filter fabric, though the bottom may remain open.  A 
perforated observation pipe can be inserted vertically into the dry well to allow for inspection 
and maintenance. 

In practice, dry wells receiving runoff from single roof downspouts have been successful over 
long periods because they contain very little sediment.  They must be sized according to the 
amount of rooftop runoff received, but are typically 4 to 5 feet square, and 2 to 3 feet deep, with 
a minimum of 1-foot soil cover over the top (maximum depth of 10 feet). 

To protect the foundation, dry wells must be set away from the building at least 10 feet.  They 
must be installed in solids that accommodate infiltration.  In poorly drained soils, dry wells have 
very limited feasibility. 

Infiltration trenches function in a similar manner and would be particularly effective for larger 
roof areas.  An infiltration trench is a long, narrow, rock-filled trench with no outlet that receives 
stormwater runoff.  These are described under Treatment Controls. 

Pop-up Drainage Emitter 

Roof downspouts can be directed to an underground pipe that daylights some distance from the 
building foundation, releasing the roof runoff through a pop-up emitter.  Similar to a pop-up 
irrigation head, the emitter only opens when there is flow from the roof.  The emitter remains 
flush to the ground during dry periods, for ease of lawn or landscape maintenance. 
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Foundation Planting 

Landscape planting can be provided around the base to allow increased opportunities for 
stormwater infiltration and protect the soil from erosion caused by concentrated sheet flow 
coming off the roof.  Foundation plantings can reduce the physical impact of water on the soil 
and provide a subsurface matrix of roots that encourage infiltration.  These plantings must be 
sturdy enough to tolerate the heavy runoff sheet flows, and periodic soil saturation. 

Redeveloping Existing Installations 
Various jurisdictional stormwater management and mitigation plans (SUSMP, WQMP, etc.) 
define “redevelopment” in terms of amounts of additional impervious area, increases in gross 
floor area and/or exterior construction, and land disturbing activities with structural or 
impervious surfaces.   The definition of “ redevelopment” must be consulted to determine 
whether or not the requirements for new development apply to areas intended for 
redevelopment.  If the definition applies, the steps outlined under “designing new installations” 
above should be followed. 

Supplemental Information  
Examples 
� City of Ottawa’s Water Links Surface –Water Quality Protection Program 

� City of Toronto Downspout Disconnection Program 

� City of Boston, MA, Rain Barrel Demonstration Program 

Other Resources 
Hager, Marty Catherine, Stormwater, “Low-Impact Development”, January/February 2003.  
www.stormh2o.com 

Low Impact Urban Design Tools, Low Impact Development Design Center, Beltsville, MD.  
www.lid-stormwater.net 

Start at the Source, Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies Association, 1999 Edition 

http://www.lid-stormwater.net/

