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In which we unearth the secrets behind rainwater

Bobby Markowitz likes rain and so does his garden.

Several miles up the steep, winding roads of the Santa Cruz Mountains is the Bowens’ residence, a tranquil property surrounded by
lush Japanese-inspired gardens. However, the Bowens’ peaceful paradise was rudely interrupted when all five of the wells they had
drilled on the property went dry and they found themselves spending thousands of dollars having water trucked up to them.

Desperately seeking a solution to their water woes, they brought in Bobby Markowitz, landscape architect for Soquel-based Earthcraft
Landscape Design, who is touting a water conservation strategy that is at once groundbreaking and just plain common sense. He calls
it “rainwater harvesting,” and the concept behind it is simple: just look up.

“Water is literally falling right on our heads,” Markowitz points out, “and we might as well use it.” Instead of pumping water up from
exhaustible underground aquifers or draining surface water, Markowitz focuses on putting the rainwater that already falls onto roofs to
work. At the Bowens' residence, the rain slides off of their glazed tile roof, into the gutter, and is collected in large storage tanks where
the water can be held for at least a year. In only one year, the Bowens collected 210,000 gallons of rainwater from their roof capture
system, and the rain that fell on the ground has also revitalized their well.

“It just made sense to capture the water that was already there,” says Markowitz. And while the rainwater can work for most household
purposes, he stresses that it's not for drinking. “Drinking water is put through a filtering system and sanitized with chlorine, which we



don’t do,” he says. “But most people use it to irrigate their garden and the plants really to love it.”

The plants at the Bowens’ residence are not just any plants, however. The garden may have found inspiration in Japanese design, but
all of the plants are California natives. “Water conservation isn't just about your source; it's also about using your water wisely,” says
Markowitz. “Native plants are used to dry California soil, so they do well with far less water than, say, a rose garden would.” Installing
an efficient and well-maintained irrigation system is also a very important step in minimizing water waste.

Some cities have seen the benefit of rainwater harvesting and are starting to offer financial encouragement to households who use it.
Santa Fe, N.M., is now mandating that commercial buildings and large homes collect and make use of their roof runoff to offset drought.
Locally, Soquel Creek Water District has started offering rebates to rainwater harvesters, and Santa Cruz and Scotts Valley are
considering rebates as well.

Anyone can harvest their own rainwater with something as simple as a barrel under a gutter or as complex as one of Earthcraft
Landscape Designs’ more heavy-duty capture and storage systems. “Since urbanization, we expect our cities to provide our water, but
it's important to remember that we can have our own independent supply,” says Markowitz. “It doesn’t always work out financially,
depending on roof size and rainfall, but even a little is a step toward conservation.”



