
Rainwater 
Harvesting

Virginia Department Health (VDH) classifies and 
regulates rainwater harvesting systems in 4 tiers. 

What is it?

Why is it important? 

Rainwater harvesting is the process by which rainwater 
is captured and stored for household use, rather than 
allowing it to run off. Rainwater harvesting can involve 
anything from rain barrels to complex catchment systems.

Rainwater harvesting reduces use of municipal 
and well water systems. It has benefits for the 
environment and can be a sustainable method to 
provide home or industry with water.

Tiers 1-3 cover non-potable water, Tier 4 covers potable water. 

Tier 1

Non-potable use: 
humans will rarely 
contact the treated 
rainwater 

Uses: trap primers; 
fenced or remote 
location spray 
irrigation; surface 
and subsurface 
irrigation; ice rinks

LOW EXPOSURE RISK MEDIUM EXPOSURE RISK 

Tier 2

Non-potable use: 
human contact with 
treated rainwater is 
indirect or limited  

Uses: toilet flushing, 
washing machines, 
HVAC and cooling 
systems

HIGH EXPOSURE RISK

Tier 3

Non-potable use: 
human contact with 
treated rainwater is 
direct

Uses: hose bibs; 
pressure washing; 
firefighting; 
decorative 
fountains; vehicle 
washing; some spray 
irrigation.

HIGHEST RISK

Tier 4

Potable use: human 
consumption. 
Requires disinfection 
(UV, ozone) and fine 
filters; must meet 
safety standards

Uses: drinking, 
cooking, washing, 
bathing

Permit required 

DID YOU KNOW?

There are risks of catching and 
consuming rainwater without 
proper testing and treatment:
Bacteria and microorganisms 
from catchment area (e.g. bird 
or rodent feces)
Rainwater is acidic and can 
leach metals like lead, copper, 
and zinc from catchment and 
plumbing materials



This document was created by Laurel Charles, Virginia 
Tech undergraduate student, Meredith Snyder, Research 
Associate, and Erin J. Ling, Sr. Extension Specialist, Virginia 
Tech Biological Systems Engineering.
For full list of references, visit: 
https://www.wellwater.bse.vt.edu/files/Rainwater-Harvesting_
Infographic_References.pdf

1Rain barrels should be registered with VDH but are not regulated, and no permit is 
required. This is the case no matter how many rain barrels are on the property.  
A rain barrel is an individual container up to 100 gallons used to store and  
collect rainwater solely for use on a property for Tier 1 end use. 
2Certified professionals for design, installation, or inspection of rainwater 
harvesting systems shall be certified by the American Society of Sanitary 
Engineering (ASSE)

Registration and Permit 
Requirements

Questions?
Consult the VDH rainwater harvesting webpage for requirements 
and forms for your end-use tier of choice or contact 
rainwaterharvesting@vdh.virginia.gov 

TIERS 1-3 
Non-Potable Use 
No permit is required, but systems must 
be registered with VDH1

•	 Applies to rainwater harvesting systems 
operational or modified on or after 
November 20, 2024 

•	 Maintain operation/maintenance 
records

•	 VDH may request documentation review

TIER 4 
Potable Use 
Requires Permit from VDH

•	 Submit system design, treatment plan, 
and compliance forms to VDH

•	 Must be inspected by certified 
professionals2

•	 Application for a Tier 4 End Use 
Rainwater Harvesting System: https://
bit.ly/4vQNN3x

Virginia Cooperative Extension is a partnership of Virginia Tech, Virginia State 
University, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), and local governments, 
and is an equal opportunity employer. For the full non-discrimination 
statement, please visit ext.vt.edu/accessibility.

Best Practices & Considerations
Choose appropriate 
catchment area 
material; clean roof & 
gutters regularly

Follow VDH regulations 
for system design, 
installation, and 
permitting requirements

Seal and screen 
storage tank. Clean 
storage tank annually.

Determine the system 
size; oversizing helps in 
long rain periods

Use and maintain 
filters for improved 
water quality and pipe 
protection

Plan for overflow 
drainage; Route excess 
water safely away from 
buildings

Install a flush diverter; 
discards major 
contaminants

Treat and test Tier 
2 and 3 nonpotable 
use to meet Virginia’s 
regulatory standards

Test and treat Tier 4 
potable water; Use UV  
or filters to meet 
drinking water  
standards
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