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Rain barrels are an excellent way to conserve water.  While rain barrel water is safe to use on ornamentals and lawns, you 
need to take precautions when deciding whether to use it on your fruit and vegetable garden. Rain barrel water has 
been shown to contain chemicals and pathogens from runo� or from pathogenic growth over time in standing water. 

Consider these factors before using rain barrel water:

How does roofing influence rain barrel water?
Di�erent types of shingles or other material used for roo�ng can leach chemicals, such as lead, into the water that runs 
over its surface during a rainstorm. There are also chemical reactions that can occur between the water and the 
roo�ng material that can cause the water molecules to bind to those substances which will end up in your rain barrel. 
Consider using your rain barrel water only for ornamentals, trees and lawns rather than your fruit and vegetable 
garden if you are selling your produce as part of a regulated business. Metals and other harmful substances from 
harvested water can end up in irrigated plants and can accumulate in edible portions causing a potential human 
health risk.

Pathogens, such as bacteria, viruses and parasites from animal waste (e.g., bird droppings), can get washed into your 
rain barrel from your roof and rapidly multiply. Consider using a covered rain barrel with a direct catchment.

How are you watering your garden?
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It is best to use rain barrel water on ornamentals, trees and lawns, but if you 
choose to use rain barrel water on your vegetable and fruit plants, the safest way to 
do it is by watering the soil and not the plant itself. Direct contact of rain 
barrel water on the harvestable portion of the crop could result in chemical or 
pathogenic contamination.

If rain barrel water is used to irrigate edible plants, wash the food thoroughly with 
potable water before consuming any part of the plant to reduce the risk of 
ingestion of potentially harmful pathogens or chemicals.

Using a rain barrel for water conservation 
is a great practice, but it is best to 
understand how to do so safely.



Safe Use of Rain Barrel Water
How are you watering your produce garden? 
The best way to water your produce garden is with water from a municipal source. If you do not have a municipal 
source, be sure to test your ground water or surface water for the presence of generic E. coli before using it for irrigation. 
You can do so by getting a water test kit from your local health unit or county extension o�ce. It is possible to use 
surface water from a rain barrel, a pond, spring or other surface water source, but this type of water does increase 
your risk of exposure to chemical or pathogen contamination.

Even if you do not use rain barrel water for irrigation when growing edible plants, make sure to thoroughly clean the 
produce by scrubbing them under running potable water. Potable water comes from a municipal source or from 
a well that tested negative for detectable generic E. coli. Always thoroughly clean your produce, no matter where it 
comes from, even if you do not plan to eat the skin. On produce with tough skin, the use of a scrubbing brush to 
remove dirt and debris is useful.

While rain barrel water is safe to use on ornamentals and lawns, consider these precautions when deciding whether 
to use it on your fruit and vegetable garden. Contact your local extension o�ce for more information. See the following 
articles below to learn more about the risks associated with using rain water for drinking water and produce.
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Arkansas Produce Safety webpage: www.uaex.edu/producesafety and Water in Arkansas webpage: https://www.uaex.edu/environment-
nature/water/default.aspx
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