The flow that grows: Capturing storm water can sustain a garden
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	Shawn Clubb photo/ Walter Peterson points to native plants in his rain garden in Mehlville. He built the garden this year to make use of some of the water that flows across his mother's yard.

	


Walter Peterson stood in a downpour of cold winter rain, proudly pointing out sprouts emerging from a bed of mulch.

All were plants native to Missouri - buttonbush, spice bush, soft rush, palm sedge, cardinal flower, blue lobelia, phlox, New England aster and ironweed. All were living on rainwater funneled to his garden from a nearby ditch.

Peterson is one of many people who have come to enjoy rain gardens, which steer water flowing across the ground toward wetland plants in highly permeable soil. The practice is becoming popular as a means to control water run-off on slopes, while producing flower gardens that attract hummingbirds, dragonflies and butterflies.While Peterson's vocation involves work on heavy machinery, he previously worked in a plant nursery in California and has helped his sister restore a glade on her property near Table Rock Lake. His brother bought the property in Mehlville for their mother, Dolores, after their father died last May. Their mother took ill and Peterson began working on the rain garden while she recovered.

Scott Woodbury, chief horticulturist at Shaw Nature Reserve in Gray Summit, said rain gardens could reduce the volume of rainwater that flows into streams. On a large scale, such measures could reduce stream bank erosion, silt accumulation and pollution that flows into rivers from streets.

"Plant roots have a great ability to filter chemicals, process them and keep any problem that may exist localized in a yard setting," Woodbury said.

A typical rainfall in Missouri is about one-half inch. The area sees about 30 such rainfalls each year, Woodbury said.

"The idea is to catch that half inch of rain that hits your house or driveway and move it into this rain garden area," he said.

A small house in St. Louis might have a roof surface of 1,100 square feet, which would receive 342 gallons of water in a half-inch rainfall, Woodbury said. If one downspout took 80 gallons of water from the roof to the yard, a four-foot by five-foot rain garden would be sufficient to absorb it.

Such small rain gardens won't make a big difference to the amount of surface water that flows into streams or storm sewers. However, many rain gardens could make a difference.

"It really does take a critical mass to make an impact. It could be an entire neighborhood. It could be a large corporation. It could be a sweeping movement of individuals who decide they are going to do this," Woodbury said.

The Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District recently paid to have Shaw Nature Reserve print materials on rain gardens for distribution to customers. Woodbury said one whole subdivision in Kirkwood was developed with rain gardens.

Lance LeComb, a spokesman for MSD, said the sewer district does not offer credits or bill reductions for customers who install rain gardens, but that could change.

"As ideas for new green infrastructure come into play, we'll certainly keep an open mind to it and how it affects our system," LeComb said.

Woodbury said the nature reserve recently printed a rain gardening manual in response to all of the requests for information it receives. The manual can be purchased for $5 at the Shaw Nature Reserve bookstore or found online at www.shawnature.org.
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