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THE SCIENCE

Residential yards can be utilized and revitalized to transform into a nature-based
solution for stormwater management and water conservation. The specific approach
to achieve this varies by the municipality’s climate and precipitation patterns but
generally involves slowing stormwater infiltration and using absorbent material that
holds onto the water. The City of Guelph, a mid-sized city located in Southwestern
Ontario, has designed a program for residents based on the principles of a rain
garden.

Rain gardens collect water from a house's roof and direct it to infiltrate and percolate
through the garden, away from the house and sewer lines. The water percolation
through the soil improves the local water quality in streams and rivers and slows
down the water as it enters the stormwater system, reducing the risk of flooding.
Rain gardens are designed to work with the local conditions by thoughtfully collecting
runoff and including plant species that are tolerant to both wet and dry conditions.

The main hazards rain gardens look to address are stormwater flooding, increasing
pollination and improving soil health, but they can also be beneficial in managing
drought and providing green spaces during hot summer days.

THE TRIGGER

The City of Guelph's Rain Garden program began in 2019 after staff in the
Engineering and Transportation Services Department began looking for solutions
to manage stormwater at the residential lot level. Previously, the City of Guelph
employees attended an event where they connected with Reep Green Solutions,

a local environmental charity, about how residents can take action at the property
lot level to slow stormwater runoffs. Rain gardens were presented as a great option
to achieve this objective, simultaneously providing significant co-benefits for the
community, such as improved water quality, support for local ecosystems and native
vegetation, and reduced reliance on potable water for gardening. What started as
an informal conversation blossomed into a full collaborative effort to install Rain
Gardens within residential properties in Guelph.

Funding for the program comes from user fees tied to the stormwater utility. This
funding model ensures that high users of the utility fund solutions to reduce and
offset their impacts. By receiving user fees, the Rain Garden program obtained
additional funds to support more gardens throughout the city and became financially
stable over the long term.

THE APPROACH

Through the partnership between Reep Green Solutions and the City of Guelph,
the Rain Garden Program provides educational and financial support to residents.
Reep runs educational workshops and one-on-one, on-site rain garden coaching,
while the City provides funding through the residential stormwater fees and program
administrative support.
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Figure 15: Rain gardens capture roof runoff, filtering it through soil to improve water quality,
reduce flooding risks, and keep excess water away from homes and sewer lines.
(Source: City of Guelph)

Participants of the Rain Garden Rebate Program work with an advisor or coach

to help design an appropriate garden that directs water runoffs into the garden
and puts it to use. The advisor may recommend different approaches, including
landscaping the garden with a small, purposeful depression to direct runoff to and
using absorbent materials like sands, soils, gravels, shrubs, and grasses that can slow
the water's movement while also cleaning it. Residents participating in the Garden
Rebate Program can receive up to $2,000 to install a rain garden.The total value of
the rebate is based on the number of litres the rain garden installed can hold.

To start, residents book a free consultation with a Reep Garden Solutions advisor or
coach who visits the resident’s property to provide recommendations on installing
and landscaping the rain garden. A plan is provided that can then be submitted for
pre-approval to the City of Guelph who assesses how much funding the plan would
be eligible to receive. Once approved, the resident can start the garden installation.
Upon completion of the installation, a final application is submitted, and the rebate is
provided. Throughout the process, residents can request up to three visits from the
Reep advisors and are available throughout the process to answer questions.

THE OUTCOME
The Rain Garden Rebate program and the partnership between the City of Guelph
and Reep is now in its 7th year and going strong. Each year, the program expands

with 20-25 new gardens funded. Installed gardens can tolerate extreme wet and dry
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conditions and slows stormwater before it enters the sewer system. As the program
expands with new gardens each year and the collective impact across all the gardens
expands, City staff aim to collect more data on the tangible and quantitative benefits
of the gardens in reducing demands placed on the city's infrastructure.

Reep advisors and Guelph employees work with residents to ensure that the installed
gardens meet program specifications and don't add risk, like changing the grading
around homes or directing water to ill-advised locations. Workshops are held to
educate residents on rain gardens, and one-on-one support is provided. During the
summer, a walking tour is held to showcase the rain gardens in the city, inspiring
others to participate.

AWORD FROM GUELPH

Alexandra Marson and Karen McKeown from the City of Guelph found success in
the program has come from finding like-minded people and organizations in the
community and getting them involved. The Rain Garden rebate program has worked
because of the support and collaboration with the environmental charity, Reep Green
Solutions. Reep brings in additional expertise and can work in ways a municipality
cannot, like providing boots-on-the-ground support in residential properties.

The Rain Garden program has also grown over time through word of mouth and
showcasing the program'’s success. “You will see that if there is one garden built, then
often times in the next couple of years there will be a little cluster of other gardens in
the neighbourhood,” said Alexandra Marson.
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