Installing your open top

rain barrel

for irrigation use

before you get started...
if your downspout is connected to the sewer system

• You’ll need a permit from the Department of Building Inspection (DBI), Plumbing Division. Permit requirements
include a basic site map identifying the locations of your rain barrel, an approved drain, and the intended
destination for overflow (a drain, garden, etc.). There is a permit fee, which covers the permit and site visit by a
DBI inspector.

if your downspout is disconnected from the sewer system

• You do not need a permit from the Department of Building Inspection.
• As a participant in the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission’s (SFPUC) Rainwater Harvesting Subsidy Program,
you may be contacted by the Department of Building Inspection (DBI) as part of a rainwater harvesting field study.
If you are contacted by DBI and a site visit is arranged, the visit will focus solely on the design of your rainwater
harvesting system and will not constitute a permit review or inspection of any other part of your home or property. If
your system has been improperly installed, DBI will be able to offer technical assistance to ensure that your system is
safe and functional. Thanks for your participation!

siting

Before you install your open top rain barrel, you will want to
locate the following:
• A level surface (or an area that can be leveled) close to a
downspout where you can place your rain barrel.
• A landscaped area or approved drain for overflow.

your rain barrel kit

If you purchased your open top rain barrel through our subsidy
program, it comes pre-assembled with an overflow outlet and hose,
hose bibb, mosquito screens, and a spigot at the base. It also
includes three 3/4”, 24-gauge steel straps for seismic safety. All
you have to do is position your rain barrel beneath the downspout
and strap it down!

now you’re ready to install!
3 quick steps to follow if your downspout is
connected to the sewer system:
• Using a hacksaw, cut the downspout 8 to 12 inches above the top of your
rain barrel.
• Locate the connection between your downspout and sewer standpipe.
• Make a second cut to the downspout where it connects to the standpipe.
• Remove the cut portion of the downspout.
• Cap the sewer standpipe with a cast iron pipe cap using a no-hub band.
This will prevent sewer gases from escaping or sewage from backing up
and overflowing through the cut pipe.

once your downspout is disconnected from
the sewer system:

• If you haven’t already done so, cut the upper portion of the downspout 8 to
12 inches above the top of your rain barrel.
• Once your barrel is positioned, attach an elbow or a plastic flex hose to direct
water into the open top rain barrel.
• Secure your rain barrel using 3/4”, 24-gauge metal straps. Barrels up to
55 gallons require two straps. Barrels over 55 gallons require three straps;
be sure the third strap fits directly across the middle of the rain barrel. (For
helpful tips on strapping, refer to California’s Guidelines for Earthquake
Bracing of Residential Water Heaters at:
www.documents.dgs.ca.gov/dsa/pubs/waterheaterbracing_11_30_05.pdf)
• Direct the overflow hose away from your foundation and neighboring
properties to a rain garden, a landscaped area, or an approved drain.
• For a closed top design, view a helpful instructional video at
http://stormwater.sfwater.org. Select “Rainwater Harvesting.”
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Installing your open top

rain barrel
operation & maintenance
There are some simple, yet essential, steps you can take to ensure that your rainwater harvesting system functions at its best:
• Maintain all screens to prevent mosquito breeding.
• Ensure that rainwater overflow is directed away from structures and doesn’t flow onto pavement or neighboring properties.
• Clean leaves and other material from roof gutters, the top of your barrel, and the barrel’s overflow outlet to prevent clogging.
• Repair any leaks or holes in the gutter or your rain barrel.
• Use a non-toxic cleaner like vinegar to clean out your barrel at least once a year.

safety considerations
By harvesting rainwater with your new rain barrel, you are helping to improve the health of your watershed. To ensure the health and safety
of your household, follow these safety considerations:
• The maximum storage capacity of a rain barrel is 100 gallons. Any storage container with a capacity greater than 100 gallons is considered
a cistern, and its installation requires a permit from the Department of Building Inspection (DBI). For more information on cisterns, please
visit the DBI website at http://www.sfdbi.org, or call 415.558.6570.
• A full barrel weighs over 450 pounds(!), so for earthquake safety, secure the barrel to your house with 3/4”, 24-gauge steel straps. Barrels
up to 55 gallons require two straps. Barrels over 55 gallons require three straps; be sure the third strap fits directly across the middle of
the rain barrel.
• Screen your rain barrel and keep it out of direct sunlight. There’s no limit on how long water can sit in your system for non-potable uses.
• Keep the lid on your barrel tight to prevent children from playing with stored water or falling into the barrel.
• These instructions are for installing rain barrel systems to be used for irrigation only. Indoor use of rainwater requires a more complex
system and a permit from DBI.
• Please note that DBI prohibits the use of rainwater harvested from roofs covered with copper or treated with fungicides and herbicides.
• Label your rain barrel with safety stickers provided by the SFPUC at 525 Golden Gate Avenue.

Safety Sticker

questions? contact us
If you are interested in learning more about rainwater harvesting,
please contact us:
San Francisco Public Utilities Commission
Urban Watershed Management Program
Email: greenstormwater@sfwater.org | Phone: 415.554.3289
http://stormwater.sfwater.org

For more information on permits, visit DBI’s website
at: http://www.sfdbi.org, or call 415.558.6570.

A disconnected downspout and rain barrel.
Photo: Clean Air Gardening

