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Water for (almost) Free 
by Charlee Ware, Kingman Area Master Gardener 

 
 

Even though the City of Kingman was my employer for many years, I’m not against telling you how to 

get extra irrigation water for next to nothing! I’ve been a gardener since birth. My father had me planting 

vegetable seeds while I was still crawling. Since he grew up during the depression, he also had me 

learning all kinds of low-cost ways to live. 

One of the lessons learned was the practice of harvesting rainwater from our summer and winter rains. 

While we certainly looked at the rain gauge, we also got to go out in the rain to check if our water 

entrapments were working. At least it was fun for a kid. 

Harvesting rainwater is the practice of either capturing the runoff into a storage container from a 

downspout for use later, or of directing the runoff into depressions where the water soaks into the soil for 

short-term storage and direct use by adjacent plants. Two examples, on a big scale, are the landscaped 

depressions around new commercial buildings and “cattle watering holes” seen on ranches. Using these 

same principles on a smaller scale, even pocket-sized yards can benefit from water harvesting. Rainwater 

harvesting systems range from simple to complex. Most homeowners can design simple systems for 

immediate use of rainwater. 

The City of Tucson in cooperation with the University of Arizona Cooperative Extension and the Arizona 

Department of Water Resources put together two booklets on water harvesting. Download one from 

www.azwater.gove/dwr/Conservation/files/Harvesting_Rainwater.pdf; the other from 
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www.dot.ci.tucson.az.us/stormwater/education/waterharvest.cfm. Both have pictures of simple and a bit 

more difficult harvesting techniques. 

1. Begin with observation: Roofs, driveways, and sidewalks are the largest source of runoff in residential 

yards. Draw a rough sketch of your yard. Include the location of your house along with arrows indicating 

the direction rain runs off the roof, the driveway, and any sidewalks. Does your home have gutters and 

downspouts? Is your yard flat, or does it slope? On your sketch, show any high points and depressions. 

Add in the location of any trees, shrubs, and groundcovers. When it does rain, go out and play. Observe 

where the water is already flowing. Add this information to your sketch. 

2. Now, start at the top: It is easier to manage and use the water in small volumes as it is collected, 

instead of trying to manage all of it at the bottom of the hill. Starting from the high point, you are going to 

reshape the area with a series of small depressions and berms or swales, directing water flows toward 

plants. Remove an inch or two of soil on the high side, putting the extra dirt downhill and along the sides 

creating a berm. Be sure to compact the berm to keep it from eroding. The water should overflow on the 

high side and run to the next depression and berm. It may be necessary to use rocks or ground covers 

along the berm edges to control erosion. Time and the next storm will tell. 

3. Harvesting Techniques: This is where you can be inventive. Berms can be staggered along a fence 

landscaping edge. They can be located to either side of pathways or driveways. They can be a centered 

depression, possibly for a large tree, or can be encircled by pathways and a patio. Create a river of rocks, 

with planting depressions to either side. You can even create a center depression patio, using loose paving 

blocks so the water can soak into the ground between the blocks. The pdf booklets mentioned earlier have 

many sketches to inspire you. 

4. Techniques to use water from roofs: Start with the simplest idea. 

-If your home has no gutters or downspouts, grade the slope from the house to a simple channel, which 

then slopes toward an area of plants. Many homes have vegetation adjacent to their foundations which are 

http://www.dot.ci.tucson.az.us/stormwater/education/waterharvest.cfm
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already being watered when it rains. Just be sure there is an overflow so that standing water will be gone 

within a couple of hours. 

-With gutters and downspouts, and underground piping, you can distribute the water to a landscape 

holding area further away. Be sure that any holding area drains within 12 hours to eliminate possible 

mosquito problems. 

-Gutters and downspouts can also direct water to containers for future water use, such as for houseplants. 

Usually the rainwater is filtered before it enters the container. Containers should be opaque, and covered 

to prevent mosquito breeding and debris contamination.  

5. Techniques for moderate and steep slopes: In a larger landscape area and open spaces, water volume 

can be larger and faster moving, with the tendency to wash out overflow areas. Deeper depressions and 

wider swales or even retaining walls built on contours of the land will be necessary to slow down the 

larger volume of water. The watershed area will determine the design for storage volume. Carefully 

designed and constructed spillways for overflows are required. Build the lips of spillways with a 

depression toward the center and surfacing for a distance on either side. 

6. Techniques for use of French Drains: This sounds so ooh-la-la, but it really is just a bunch of rocks 

in a trench. French drains are most often used on flat to moderate slopes, where the runoff is from 

surfaced areas, such as parking lots or from rooftops. Any runoff from dirt areas will quickly fill the pore 

spaces with sediment. A good use in a residential setting can be adjacent to a concrete driveway or patio. 

Alternatively, roof runoff directed from downspouts can flow via a non-perforated pipe to a distant tree or 

series of trees. The non-perforated pipe would then connect to a perforated pipe with-in a French drain. 

These methods help alleviate drainage on a flat slope. The rocks hide the delayed infiltration or the pipe 

slope. Rainwater will drain into the rock-filled trench and slowly (within 12 hours) soak into the soil to 

water close by shrubs or trees.  



Water for almost Free       4 

7. Mulch: Become a believer in mulch. Whether plant based or gravel, a 3- to 4-inch layer of mulch 

reduces evaporation of water from the soil, and helps to keep the soil beneath cooler.  Do not place mulch 

within 6-inches of the trunk. 

8. Maintenance: Inspect your water harvesting systems periodically, especially after a big rainstorm. As 

your plants grow, you may need to adjust the basin sizes outward beyond their canopies.  

9. Healthier plants: Have you noticed how everything looks greener after a thunderstorm? Harvested 

storm water is softer water, with less salts and alkalinity than our desert ground water. In addition, the 

lightning charges help to combine nitrogen with hydrogen or oxygen in the atmosphere to produce nitrate 

or ammonium, both substances found in commercial fertilizers. Washed down to earth with the rain, these 

nutrients are used immediately by the plants.  

 

New to the area or not  -  Kingman Area Master Gardeners will be offering a “FALL PLANTING  
 
WORKSHOP” on Saturday, August 11, 2007, 10:00 A.M. to 12:00 P.M., at the Mohave Agriculture  
 
Center, 101 E. Beale Street.  Fall gardening tips will be presented on vegetables, greens, flowers, pruning  
 
composting, soil, irrigation, fertilizers and bulbs. 

 

 
For more information contact The University of Arizona Mohave County Cooperative Extension at 101 E.  
 
Beale Street, Suite A, Kingman or telephone 928-753-3788. 
 
 

      CONTACT: ROB GRUMBLES 
       Extension Agent, Agriculture 

        The University of Arizona 
        Mohave County Cooperative Extension 
        101 E Beale Street, Suite A 
        Kingman AZ 86401-5808 
        928 753-3788   /   928 753-1665 (f) 
        mohavece@cals.arizona.edu 

 
 

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
James A. Christenson, Director, Cooperative Extension, College of Agriculture & Life Sciences, The University of Arizona.   
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