
RAINWATER HARVESTING
How to Create a More Water-Efficient Landscape



Observe Your Landscape
Your observations will reveal water 

harvesting potential and help you decide how to get 
started. Ask yourself these questions:

Q. Where does water run off hard surfaces? Look to your 
roof, carport, driveway or other structures.

Q. Does rainwater pool in specific areas? Do you already 
have basins in your yard?

Q. How does your ground naturally slope? Which 
direction is water running?

Q. Where are your plants in relation to natural 
water-collection areas?

Map It Out
Planning ahead is essential to creating a 

successful water harvesting system that suits your 
lifestyle, climate, and landscape. 

•  Sketch your yard, roughly to proportion and scale 

•  Mark the high points—house, garage, shed, 
etc.—that create water runoff 

•  Mark the low points where water tends to collect 

•  Identify potential water catchments 

•  Call 811 to find out where utility lines are located 
before digging 

Keep It Simple
There are many ways to harvest rainwater. 

Both simple and complex systems can be extremely 
effective. It is always better to start small and learn 
from mistakes. 

1. Use roof gutters and downspouts to your 
advantage – direct this water to flow to nearby 
plants through the use of swales or even capture 
the water in a tank 

2. Create water holding basins around plants. With 
some light digging and large rocks, you can create 
a holding basin. Basins help slow water around 
landscape plants allowing more water to percolate 
into the ground and be absorbed by plant roots

3. Build a gabion structure – Encasing large rocks in
a mesh structure can be an aesthetically pleasing 

option to slowing and directing water runoff across 
your landscape 

4. Use pervious pavements – instead of using 
concrete or other materials that water cannot 
penetrate, consider gravel, crushed stone, or paving 
blocks which allow water to sink into the ground

Check-in 
It’s called practicing water harvesting for a 

reason. During the next rain event see how your hard 
work has paid off and if improvements need to be made. 

Continual reassessment is key to the long-term success 
of rainwater harvesting systems. 

Desert rains tend to be heavy but short lived. Make sure 
to size your rainwater harvesting systems properly by 
planning for extreme rain events and potential overflow.

HOW TO GET STARTED
Slow, spread, sink is the key principal to 
harvesting rainwater. To effectively 
capture, direct and use rainwater: first slow 
down rainwater, spread that water to 

different plants, and allow the water to sink into the 
ground for beneficial use. 

Rainwater Harvesting 
Has Many Benefits 

•  Rainwater is a locally sourced, 
renewable, and sustainable 
alternative to using potable 
drinking water for landscape 
plants.  

•  It’s free! The only cost of 
rainwater harvesting is what is 
associated with collection.

•  Harvesting rainwater reduces 
runoff to stormwater drains. 

•  Plants love it! Rainwater is 
naturally salt free and can 
improve soil health by removing 
the build up of excess salts.
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Key Terms

Basin - A depression in the earth made to collect rainwater. 
Berm - An elevated path or mound of soil that slows and/or directs water to a collection area known as a 
basin. 
Catchment - Area for holding water, such as cistern, basin, or pond. 
Catchment surface - A surface from which rainwater can be captured, like a roof, road, or other 
non-permeable surface. 
Cistern - A water storage tank. 
Distribution system - A complex or simple system that directs and stores rainwater. 
Filter - A piece of porous material that removes impurities as water moves through it.
French drain - A trench or hole filled with porous materials like rocks or mulch that allows water to infiltrate 
soil more easily. 
Gabion structure - Large rocks encased by a metal structure. Can be used to direct rainwater flow.
Mulch - Porous organic material not mixed into soil that increases the ability of water to sink into the earth. 
Potable water - Water that is collected, cleaned, and distributed to your home from a water utility like 
Global Water Resources. 
Swale - A channel made of dirt, used to direct rainwater. 

GLOBAL WATER CENTER
22590 N Powers Parkway
Marcopa, AZ 85138
866-940-1102

Take a class:

https://watershedmg.org/learn/classes
https://dbg.org/learn/desert-landscape-school/ 
https://azna.org/certifications

Find a qualified landscape professional:

https://watershedmg.org/learn/training/
certification/certified-practitoners
https://smartscape.org/directory/ 
https://www.azlca.com/ala-certified-
irrigation-technician-resources.htm

Resources


