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CONTRACTOR RESOURCES

https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/



WHAT IS A CISTERN?

• Used for the capture and 
detention of stormwater runoff 
from roofs

• Used to achieve reductions in 
peak flows and flow durations 
during storms

• Can hold water to irrigate 
landscape as an added benefit



CISTERN SYSTEM PARTS
Foundation
• Flat and level surface for cistern installation
Collection System
• Gutters, downspouts, piping and any other conveyance needed to 

route runoff from the roof to the cistern.
Cistern inlet access hatch with screen/debris excluder
• A filter screen or other debris barrier to prevent insects, leaves and 

other large debris from entering the system
Overflow outlet
• Outlet pipe located near the top of the cistern to allow the system to 

overflow to a side sewer or vegetated area in the event of a large 
storm event

Flow control outlet and low-flow valve
• Outlet pipe located near the bottom of the cistern. This outlet must be 

open during the rainy season. It allows the cistern to slowly drain to 
the sewer, right of way, or a rain garden. This control valve can be 
closed in late spring to provide irrigation water for summer. 

• Note that this must be installed with at least 4” of area beneath, for 
sediment to accumulate



SITE REQUIREMENTS
You will need:
✔ A level location near a downspout, outside (not inside a 

building)
✔ To allow enough space for ingress and egress 

(minimum 3 feet from property line or structure to 
ensure access to backyard)

✔ Compliance with Seattle Department of Construction 
and Inspection (SDCI) Land Use Code 
SMC.23.44.014.C.17 requirement regarding the 
placement of cisterns on private property

✔ A solid base (packed gravel, concrete, Versagrid or 
other approved). Base dimensions will vary by cistern. 

✔ A safe place to discharge the overflow (after cistern 
fills)

See RainWise design 
specifications



SITE REQUIREMENTS See RainWise design 
specifications



CALCULATING ROOF AREA



INSTALLATION REQUIREMENTS





MAKE THE CONNECTION



• Pipes in contact with the ground shall 
be schedule 40 PVC or approved 
equal

• Pipes not in contact with the ground 
shall be PVC schedule 40, SDR 35, or 
ABS

• All pipe and fitting joints shall be 
watertight and glued, bonded, or 
mechanically secured.

• Pipes shall be supported every 4 ft 
Horizontal, at changes in direction, 
and every 8 ft vertical

PIPE MATERIAL & SUPPORT



CISTERN OUTLETS



OVERFLOW OUTLET
• Allows stormwater exceeding the cistern 

capacity to overflow to an approved point of 
discharge by gravity flow.

• Must include a removable bulkhead fitting
• Pipe must be 3-4” in diameter
• Pipe must have 4-5” of clearance
• Connection may require a side sewer permit
• On the specs, see Sheet 10

See RainWise design 
specifications



OVERFLOW OUTLET



FLOW CONTROL OUTLET

• Allows the cistern to discharge to a 
rain garden, right of way or back into 
the side sewer. 

• Minimum diameter shall be 1”, and 
shall match manufacturer’s bulkhead 
fitting diameter

• Must provide a minimum 4” sump
• Includes the “low-flow kit”
• Additionally, if your overflow pipe is 

connecting back into a side sewer, a 
separate side sewer permit may be 
required. 

• On the specs, see Sheet 12 & 15



FLOW CONTROL OUTLET –
LOW FLOW KIT



FLOW CONTROL OUTLET -
CLEANOUT



SIDE SEWER CONNECTIONS
•A side sewer permit may be required when 
RainWise contractors are working on a side 
sewer. 

•The RainWise Program puts the sole 
responsibility on the Rain Wise contractor to 
abide and comply with all Side Sewer permit 
processes and requirements.

•For more information on the Seattle 
Department of Construction & Inspections 
(SDCI) Side Sewer Permit, including how to 
apply, visit: 
https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/permit
s-we-issue-(a-z)/side-sewer-permit

https://www.seattle.gov/sdci/permits/permits-we-issue-(a-z)/side-sewer-permit


CISTERN FOUNDATIONS



CISTERN FOUNDATIONS

There are 4 primary 
options for cistern 
foundations
 Timber frames
 Plastic gravel pavers
 Soil frames
 Cement foundation



CISTERN FOUNDATIONS



CISTERN RESTRAINTS



RAINWISE CALCULATOR

https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/



3

2

1



DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
Pumps
• Many cistern customers are 

interested in pumps to make 
summer watering easier. 

• Many options are 
available (including solar-
powered ones).

• Pumps are not covered by the 
RainWise rebate, but Contractor 
can help with pump installation 
separate from rebate. 

Aesthetic Options
• art, landscaping, or fencing



CISTERN PURCHASE OPTIONS

https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/

https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/


CISTERN PURCHASE OPTIONS

• Partnership with Seattle Parks & Recreation and Seattle Conservation Corps (SCC)
• Warehouse located at Magnuson Park 7727 63rd Ave NE Seattle, WA 98155
• RainWise will invoice you within 60 days; payment is due within 30 days
• NEW in 2022: Cypress Design cisterns manufactured in Bellingham, Washington 

Available exclusively for RainWise contractors
• Additional cisterns available for purchase directly through the SCC
• To learn more about the process for purchasing, see the RainWise Cistern Invoice 

Process at https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/

https://www.700milliongallons.org/rainwise/contractor-resources/


CISTERN INSTALLATION BASICS
SUMMARY

1. What is a Cistern?
2. Cistern specifications for 

RainWise
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4. Cistern Purchase Options



Q&A
Natasha Bailey

Natasha.Bailey@seattle.gov
206.586.2297
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