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Leigh Gevelinger, is a 
Landscape Architect and 
President of Coastal Vista 
Design, Inc. For more than 10 
years, Leigh has been helping 
homeowners and businesses 
on island with well-designed 
landscape solutions.
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On a barrier island, everything 
that happens in our yards 
and property has an impact 

on the environment, including 
our surrounding waters. This past 
December (our dry season) has 
been recorded as one of the wettest 
Decembers on record!

Many of our yards on Sanibel have 
low lying areas, swales or engineered 
detention areas designed to collect 
and hold stormwater. Maintaining 
these areas can help our environment 
by filtering the contaminants or 
pollutants in the retained water 
before they find their way into the 
groundwater or coastal waters. With 
good design, these detention areas 
can become areas of diversity and 
interest on the property.

UNDERSTANDING 
STORMWATER AND RUN-OFF

Stormwater is simply water from 
rain storms that fall on a property 
which includes the yard, house, 
driveway and lawn. Run-off refers 
to the fertilizers and pesticides used 
to enhance our yards and landscapes 
that, with the help of storms or 
irrigation, inadvertently find their 
way to creeks, rivers, canals, detention 
ponds and eventually to the coastal 
waters.  

Anytime a vegetated property 
is developed with a new home 
and driveway (or other hardscape 

elements), the amount of impervious 
surface area on the lot is increased, 
thereby increasing the potential for 
stormwater/runoff and reducing 
pervious area for water infiltration 
on site. 

What can we do to help?

INTRODUCE RAIN GARDENS! 
Rain gardens help to deal with the 

necessity of the retention areas. Rain 
gardens are a way of beautifying the 
swale or detention area, but they also 
create a different micro environment 
with plants that tolerate both dry 
and flooded conditions and may not 
normally work well on your site. 

The short-term retention of water 
on the property will increase the 
amount of wildlife habitat for birds, 
butterflies and beneficial insects like 

dragonflies and bees. If the low-lying 
area is significant, planting on a 
slope can showcase plants in a more 
interesting way than is commonly 
seen in our flat Florida landscapes. 
Plus, rain gardens create interest and 
seasonal change, and will improve 
the aesthetic and curb appeal of your 
property!

RAIN GARDEN PLANTINGS
Landscaping these areas is a 

vital part in capturing and filtering 
stormwater/runoff.  Low-lying areas 
can be an opportunity to install 
some unique wetland plants that 
have different growing requirements. 
Planting these areas with water loving 
plants can add beauty to your yard as 
well as help to filter water and keep 
pests like mosquitos from breeding.  

Rain gardens are also a great way 
to reduce sod areas, fertilizer and 
weekly mowing. Maintenance for low 
areas includes weeding of unwanted 
volunteer species, seasonal trimming 
of grasses or selective pruning of 
certain rain garden plantings and 
replenishing mulch. At most, a rain 
garden may require irrigation 1-2 
times a week in dry season.

CREATIVE ALTERNATE
A creative alternative is to turn 

your seasonally wet detention area 
or swale into a dry riverbed. Various 
sizes of smooth river rock and 2-man 
boulders can be layered to create a dry 
riverbed which functions as a water 
filtration area in the yard. 

The slopes and edges of the dry 
riverbed can be planted with a variety 
of different blooming plants and 
native grasses. The dry riverbed will 
function during rain events while 
remaining dry during the winter / dry 
months. Another benefit is that the 
rocks within the riverbed will remain 
in place rather than floating away like 
mulch.  

Stone on Sanibel may be classified 
as developed area. Prior to installing 
a dry riverbed on your property, it 
is important to confirm that you 
have available area to be developed. 
Consult a professional if you have any 
questions for rain garden design.  n

From Swale to Swell! (Rain Gardens)

SUGGESTED DETENTION AREA PLANTINGS
 NATIVE  NONNATIVE

 Fakahatchee Grass Queen Emma of Green Crinum Lily
 Spartina Grass Tropical Canna Lilly
 Bee Balm African Iris
 Butterfly weed Butterfly weed
 Blue Flag Iris Alocasia spp.
 Alligator Lilly Shrimp Plant
 Leather Fern 
 Swamp Hibiscus 
 Silver or green palmetto 
 Dahoon Holly 
 Paurotis Palm 

Monarch - Milkweed - Dune Sunflower

Thatch - Palm - Swale

Burmed Garden

Dry River Bec




