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The rainy season is here, but local predictions are that even with a normal rainfall year, our reservoirs will remain low.  The bay area and other populated areas in California may institute some form of water rationing or mandatory conservation.  The clean water we all take for granted is actually being pumped out  of  the earth and rivers faster than it can be replenished. Currently in this area over 60% of our potable drinking water  goes to landscaping!   It is not surprising then that more people are becoming more conscious of not only conserving water use, but taking advantage of a free resource – rain! There is no better time than right now to start thinking about it around your house.  

Anyone can take advantage of rainfall, whether you live on a small city lot or have acreage.     While a rain barrel at the end of a downspout on your house may be the first thing that comes to mind when you hear “rainwater harvesting”, I am going to suggest looking to your surrounding land first.     

By using your landscaping  as a natural filter for water, you can Slow, Spread and Sink the water falling on the ground. Ideally, any water that falls on  your property should stay on the property . If you have an ephemeral stream, you don’t want to block it, but you may slow water down through it and into it. This will lessen downstream and street flooding, and vegetation aids in cleaning the water as well.      
We start the process with “long and thoughtful observation”. Take a walk in the rain.  Are there any running channels? These show you how your personal watershed functions. It is easiest to start  the Slow –Spread-Sink process near the top of the watershed. This can be done with Berm-and-Basin( a large swale with a raised berm on the downslope side), or shallow depressions planted with water filtering plants.    Berm and Basins are generally used on a gentle slope ( no more than 3:1 steepness) , while depressions, or rain gardens, can be used in a flat area. Steep slopes may require larger structures such as retaining walls. The basic idea behind all of these is to capture the water that falls, slow its downhill progress ( erosion and flood control) spread it out ( areas of plantings) and sink it into the ground ( water retention). Groundwater should sink in within  hours of a rainfall event. Layers of organic matter and appropriate planting will ensure this happens.      
Start small and simple. Simple systems of smaller scale are easier to create and maintain.  In addition, more small systems will be more effective at hydrating a watershed than a few large ones. Create a boomerang berm to collect water for a fruit tree. This type of berm and basin will be horseshoe shaped, open at the top of the slope. Just be sure it is large enough that water is not left standing around the trunk at any time. For really simple step by step instructions on this see Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond-Volume 2 Water-Harvesting Earthworks, by Brad Lancaster.    
Think about utilizing things for multiple functions.  A berm may be a path, or even a driveway. A fruit tree can be a shade tree, either for your house or other plants that need afternoon shade. Studies have shown that shade trees on the East, North and West sides of a house can reduce summer  temperature inside  as much as 20 degrees!  Plants in the rain garden can be edible, either for us or for wildlife.   Reduce paved areas if possible. Use permeable pavers, and directly divert and collect water that falls on hard surfaces.
These principals can be used in existing  landscapes, as well as just starting out. If you are planning new landscaping, no better time to add some thoughts on how to best utilize the rainfall to support the plantings, and how the planting will support you. Plant higher water use plants closer to the house ( the oasis zone). This especially should include edibles, closer to the house means easier to maintain and harvest. As you move away from the house, it can change to moderate water needy ornamentals and edibles, and in the perimeter areas, natives are ideal.     
This way you are creating a living sponge that will enhance not only the earth, but your own well being( not to mention reducing your water bill!).    Rainwater harvesting, and water conservation in general, should be an ongoing process. Taking a walk in nature will guide you as well, especially for what plants are growing in hillsides, pockets, streambeds and ravines. This can guide you on your plant choices for some areas. Come into the nursery and we can also advice you on what plants grow under what conditions.
There are many good books out there on this subject, so read up and come share with us what you learn!

