
Rainwater Harvesters, sometimes called Cisterns or Rain Barrels if used on a residential level, are storage tanks 
designed to capture and store stormwater runoff, and they are some of the oldest methods to stormwater 
management. Rainwater from a storm gets screened as it moves through a gutter or downspout system, 
eventually being stored in a cistern, or storage tank. Besides reductions in stormwater runoff, cisterns have 
potential for additional freshwater uses, helping to conserve public water supplies. Once stored, the water can 
be used in a variety of ways when treated appropriately, such as irrigation for lawns and gardens and water for 
laundry or toilets. 

Six major components are needed to create a successful rainwater harvesting system. A drainage area, such as a 
roof, is needed to initially collect the runoff. A pipe system, such as a gutter, is used to transport the runoff from a 
rain event. As runoff runs through the network, a variety of pretreatment devices can be used to filter the runoff and 
prevent clogging, such as leaf screens for large objects like sticks and leaves and first flush diverters for small debris 
like pollen and animal feces. Once the screened runoff reaches the cistern, a pump system may be needed to move 
the water to its desired location. To inhibit algal growth, all cisterns should be opaque to limit sunlight exposure. An 
overflow valve exists on the cistern to allow excess runoff to drain off if necessary. 

As with any type of green infrastructure, rainwater 
harvesters require maintenance to ensure long term 
performance and maximize benefits. Regularly 
inspect all components of the rainwater harvesting 
system. Common maintenance issues with rainwater 
harvesters include algal growth in the cistern, clogging 
in the pipe network, buildup in the storage tank, and 
wear and tear on the pumping system if applicable. 

Maintenance costs vary based on the size of the 
rainwater harvesting system, and more robust local 
datasets are needed. Higher estimates place annual 
maintenance costs of up to $240 per 1000 gallons of 
cistern storage volume.2 

RAINWATER HARVESTING 
F A C T  S H E E T  

The primary stormwater management 
benefit of rainwater harvesting is runoff 
volume reduction, although the storage 
tank will result in pollutant settling.1 

TO CALCULATE ROOFTOP RUNOFF VOLUME : 

        Determine the rooftop area (square feet). 

        Select a rainfall amount (i.e. 1.2 inches)

        Multiply area, rainfall amount and 
        0.623 (conversion factor) to calculate 
        gallons of runoff 
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Pipe Network and Pretreatment Devices  
The pipe network and pretreatment devices of a rainwater 
harvesting system are essential for delivering to the cistern for 
storage. Regularly inspect the pipe network and overflow valve 
and remove large debris that could lead to clogging and system 
failure. Clean any pretreatment devices such as leaf filters to 
maintain filtering efficiency. 
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Cistern 
The cistern is the storage tank that holds the rainwater for use, 
and often face threats from sediment and algal growth that lower 
water quality. If algal growth or sediment buildup is present in 
the cistern, disconnect the cistern from the system and treat 
it accordingly. Emptying of the cistern regularly is encouraged 
to further limit algal growth.  Winterizing the cistern may be 
necessary if the cistern is less than 300 gal and major freezes 
occur in the region. To winterize a cistern, disconnect the system 
and completely drain the cistern to prevent freezing damage. 
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Pump System 

In some cases, a pump system may be needed for the system 
to deliver water for non-potable water use. If the system has a 
pump, verify it is working properly by inspecting the seals and 
gauges for damage. 
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Features to Inspect 

For more a more detailed 
inspection checklist reference: 

gacoast.uga.edu/stormwater-management 
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