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Supplies of groundwater are limited in many 
parts of Florida. To conserve groundwater, rainwater 
can be used for such things as watering gardens or 
washing cars. Water used for such purposes, but not 
for human consumption, is called non-potable water. 

TYPES OF CISTERNS

Cisterns are storage tanks for rainfall that has 
been collected from a roof or some other catchment 
area. Although usually located underground, cisterns 
may be placed at ground level or on elevated stands 
either outdoors or within buildings. Cisterns should 
be watertight, have smooth interior surfaces, enclosed 
lids, and be large enough to provide adequate storage. 
They should be fabricated from non-reactive 
materials such as reinforced concrete, galvanized 
steel, and plastic. Concrete blocks or wood are 
sometimes used, but these are difficult to keep 
watertight. 

CATCHMENT SYSTEM

A catchment is an area from which runoff is 
collected. Galvanized steel and aluminum roofs are 
the best commonly used catchments. Rough surfaced 
materials collect dirt and debris that affect the quality 
of the water collected.

Gutters and downspouts should be easy to clean 
and inspect. Rainwater picks up dust, soot, bird 
droppings, leaves and other foreign materials that add 
objectionable organisms, color and odor to the water. 
Do not collect water under overhanging trees. Gutter 
guards and roof washers can improve the quality of 
the collected water.

Gutter guards made of 1/4" to 1/2" mesh 
hardware cloth placed over the gutters keep out 
leaves and other large objects. Sand, gravel or 
charcoal filters are sometimes used to filter water 
before it enters the cistern but they require frequent 
maintenance to prevent contamination.

Roof washers are cheaper to construct and need 
less maintenance than filters. A roof washer traps the 
first flow from the roof and channels this dirty water 
away from the cistern. After the first flow, the water 
from the rest of the rainfall flows to the cistern. The 
roof washer should have a capacity of about 10 
gallons for each 1000 square feet of roof area. Figure 
1 shows a typical roof washer consisting of a valve 
and shunt tap system. 




