
Rain Barrel Rebate
Financial incentives for rain barrels increase rainwater reuse.

 
(Photo courtesy of Lincoln Stormwater Programs)

The Impact
Rainwater reuse is a simple, cost-effective way for water customers to engage in water

sustainability. Harvesting rainwater using a rain barrel not only saves money and water for irrigation, but
also helps prevent stormwater pollution from urban runoff and moderates localized flooding.

A rebate on rain barrels, coupled with workshops and public education, encourages residents to
participate in water sustainability. During the 2021-22 fiscal year, San Mateo County residents
submitted 368 applications for rebates on rain barrels with a total capacity of 33,734 gallons.
Thousands of rain barrels have been installed through the Bay Area Water Supply Conservation
Agency (BAWSCA) Rain Barrel Rebate Program in San Mateo County since it began in 2014.

BAWSCA is responsible for directly representing the needs of the cities, water districts and
private utilities in the Bay Area that depend on the regional water system. Flows to Bay is a pollution
prevention program for San Mateo County. Both Flows to Bay and BAWSCA offer the Rain Barrel
Rebate Program. The Flows to Bay webpage directs users to apply through BAWSCA’s application.

Description
Rain barrels capture roof runoff to be saved and used for irrigation or other non-potable

purposes. While rain barrels capture only part of a roof’s runoff, they are a cost-effective step for
implementing water reuse into daily life. In turn, one barrel can capture about 312 gallons of water for
every half-inch of rain that falls on a 1,000 square foot roof.
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Since 2021, Flows to Bay has hosted annual bulk rain barrel distribution events with local
partner municipalities to support access to discounted rain barrels for residents throughout San Mateo
County.

Where It's Been Implemented 
As of August 2023, all residents of San Mateo County were eligible for a rain barrel rebate of up

to $200 per barrel, depending on the gallon capacity (with a limit of two barrels per property), from the
Flows to Bay rebate program. Residents from 10 participating water districts who purchase up to two
barrels are able to receive up to $50 from BAWSCA water agencies and up to $150 from the San
Mateo Countywide Water Pollution Prevention Program. See Flows to Bay’s Rain Barrels and Rebate
Program and BAWSCA’s Rain Barrel Rebate Program in the Resources and References section below
for details on eligibility.

Key Drivers
In the face of droughts and climate change, water conservation remains a priority in California.

Accounting for nearly a third of residential water use, landscape irrigation consumes valuable drinking
water. Using alternative water sources for landscape irrigation is an area in which many water
customers can take action. Rainwater may even be healthier for landscaping because it doesn’t contain
the additives present in sanitized water, which accumulate in the soil over time.

Additionally, pollution from urban runoff poses a threat to local creeks, the San Francisco Bay
and the ocean. Excessive rainwater can also contribute to land erosion, moisture in building
foundations and seasonal flooding. By diverting rainwater for reuse, residents can mitigate these
harmful impacts as well.

Key Factors for Success
The primary factors for the success of a rain barrel rebate program are awareness and

instructive resources. BAWSCA and Flows to Bay both offer resources online for successfully
submitting a rebate application and installing a rain barrel. Flows to Bay and BAWSCA also host
webinars and workshops to help guide interested residents. In its 2021-22 Annual Report, Flows to Bay
stated that 65% of 121 survey respondents had applied for a BAWSCA rain barrel rebate for their
purchased barrels, and 26% of respondents planned to apply soon.

Key Obstacles
Ensuring that residents are aware of the program and understand its benefits is essential for its

success. Low participation rates can undermine the program's effectiveness.
Securing adequate funding for the program is crucial. The costs include not only the rebates

themselves but also administrative costs, marketing, and educational efforts.

Timeline to Implementation
Implementing a rain barrel rebate program typically begins with a research and planning phase,

where existing programs are studied and stakeholders identified. Following this, the program details
such as rebate amounts, eligibility criteria, and specifications, are developed. Concurrently, funding is
secured from sources like government grants or private partnerships. The program design, including
application processes and educational materials, is then finalized. Prior to launch, marketing and public
outreach is conducted to raise awareness. The launch itself is marked by a kickoff event or press
conference. Post-launch, the program enters an ongoing phase of administration, management, and
continuous monitoring and evaluation. Annual or as-needed reviews are conducted to assess
performance and make necessary adjustments.
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References and Resources
● Reid Bogert, Stormwater Program Director at City/County Association of Governments, San

Mateo County (Calif.), rbogert@smcgov.org
● Kyle Ramey, Water Resources Specialist, BAWSCA, kramey@bawsca.org
● Flows to Bay’s Rain Barrels and Rebate Program
● BAWSCA’s Rain Barrel Rebate Program
● BAWSCA’s Water Conservation Rebate Portal

Document last updated January 2024

Rain Barrel Rebate Page 3 of 3

mailto:rbogert@smcgov.org
mailto:kramey@bawsca.org
https://www.flowstobay.org/preventing-stormwater-pollution/at-home/rain-barrels-rebate-program
https://bawsca.org/conserve/rebates/barrels
https://bawsca.org/conserve/rebates
https://sustainablesanmateo.org/
https://sustainablesanmateo.org/sustainability-ideas-bank/

