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 _________________________________________________________________________________________ 

INTRODUCTION 

 Have you ever considered installing an ornamental pond or water garden? Perhaps you enjoy the aes-

thetic beauty of water features or the bubbling sound of a waterfall in the evening, you have a green thumb for 

plants and the garden alone will not suffice, would like to attract wildlife to your yard, are a fisherman who 

does not get to spend enough time on the water and enjoys watching fish, or maybe you simply want to add 

value and beauty to your home. What exactly is an ornamental pond or water garden? They can be very simple 

and small or extremely complex and largeðand about any combination in betweenðbut for the most part they 

are a landscaping feature that incorporates water, aquatic plants and in some cases, ornamental or native fish. 

These features are not bird baths or cherub statues, but instead contain some type of living ecosystem within 

the water feature itself. What is the difference between an ornamental pond and a water garden? You may call 

them an ornamental pond, water garden, ornamental water garden, fish garden, or any of other various terms, 

but in general they are just different names for the same thing and may be used interchangeably. However, 

some purists state the difference between an ornamental pond and a water garden is an ornamental pond con-

tains ornamental fish, while water gardens contain only plants - hence the name ógardenô. Both types of fea-

tures include aquatic plants. In this publication, we often use these terms interchangeably, but have limited the 

use of the term water garden in the fish sections.  

 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

LOCATION AND PLANNING 

 Selecting a good location for the water garden is very important because they are generally long-term 

fixtures and should be expected to have at least a 10 year lifespan. Location is critical in maximizing personal 

enjoyment of the feature, providing easy maintenance, and supporting the biological performance and ecology 

of the pond.  A water garden built in close view of the house allows for enjoyment, supervision of children and 

pets, observation in case of predators, and reduced expenses for pipes, electrical equipment, and pumping. An 

ornamental pond should never be built above gas, water, sewer, or electrical lines. Check the location of wires 

and piping with utility companies for the location before you start planning and constructing.  

The water garden should be situated so that it receives a minimum of 5 to 6 hours of sunlight per day, 

because sunlight is needed for photosynthesis as well as growth of periphytonða green to reddish-brown film 

of algae and bacteria that grows on stable surfaces. Photosynthesis by aquatic plants introduces oxygen into the 

ecosystem for fish, while periphyton promotes water clarity by removing excess nutrients and providing food 

for aquatic insect larvae and subsequently food for fish. The ornamental pond or water garden should also be 

situated to avoid direct sunlight at midday, as full midday sun can create excessively high water temperatures 

in shallow waters that can be detrimental to fish and plants. High water temperatures can cause stress in fish 

and weaken their immune system, so using external fixtures, decorations, or floatable plants to add shaded are-

as can help reduce adverse effects of too much sunlight.  
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 A water gardenôs location should not interfere with surface water drainage from storm runoff or pond 

maintenance. The water garden location or structures should not lead to impounding of storm runoff around 

buildings and be situated so that overflow from storm runoff does not flood structures. Water from draining or 

filling during maintenance should not flow toward structural foundations of building, driveways, swimming 

pools or other landscaping; the wastewater may be collected to use for tree and garden irrigation. A water gar-

den should not be placed directly underneath trees because roots can lead to problems during excavation and 

have a tendency to grow back and damage the pond in the future. Fallen tree leaves can foul the water, poten-

tially exude toxic substances into the pond, and clog filters. 

Desired depth of ornamental ponds depends on local climate, over-wintering management strategies, 

and design of the main pool. Most ornamental ponds are 18-24 inches deep, but should have sections 3-5 feet 

deep to resist winter freezes and create a cool retreat for fish during hot weather.  

Many different materials may be used to build the ornamental pond. An earthen or ómudô pond in na-

tive soil is a simple hole dug in the ground. Earthen ponds are inexpensive and usually allow for the develop-

ment of healthier fish and plants as well as a more stable water quality ecosystem. However, the water is sel-

dom clear and may be more susceptible to algal blooms, seepage, and nuisance species or predators. Earthen 

ponds should be built in high clay content soil and contain a drain or standpipe in case of flooding events. Rig-

id and flexible liners are widely available and are favored for maintaining water clarity and reducing water loss 

from seepage. Pre-formed rigid polyethylene plastic liners may be placed in the excavated soil and backfilled 

around them, or they may be placed above ground with surrounding stone or masonry work to conceal the out-

side. Flexible liners, such as sheets of polyvinyl chloride (PVC), polyethylene, or EPDM (Ethylene Propylene 

Diene Monomer) rubber, are used to line the excavated hole.   

Concrete and fiberglass liners are durable and long-lasting and are advantageous because penetrations 

for drains and fill lines can be molded into the liner during construction. However, rigid liners are usually more 

complicated to construct, may require heavy equipment, and are more expensive than flexible liner materials 

such as PVC, polyethylene, or EPDM rubber. Flexible liners range in durability and lifespan, may be ultra-

violet (UV) resistant, and are usually less expensive than rigid liners. EPDM sheeting is the most common lin-

ing in ornamental ponds because of its flexibility, ability to conform to irregular surfaces, chemical inertness, 

and resistance to puncturing and UV light. 

When planning a water garden, make a to-scale model or precision drawing of the yard or location in 

order to find the best possible pool shapes and sizes to fit the available space. Be sure to plan access from all 

sides of the pool for maintenance and walkways, as well as pond and yard equipment or fixtures. Allow 1-3 

feet on each side for liner burial and landscaping.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

CONSTRUCTION 

 Before beginning any construction project, submit plans for review to local governmental departments, 

zoning boards, or homeowner associations, as permits may be required. Be sure that plans comply with build-
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 ing codes such as water, drainage, and electrical requirements. Insurance companies may consider pools deeper 

than 18 inches an attractive nuisance, creating a liability issue. As with any large projects, it might be helpful 

to contact a professional pool builder or plumbing contractor to assist in planning. 

Always start an ornamental pond or water garden project small because it is an expensive endeavor, 

ranging from hundreds to thousands of dollars depending on the size, depth, materials, and labor of the project. 

However, most owners regret not building their ornamental pond larger because it may be hard to reconstruct 

or add on to later.  Equipment and materials that may be used during construction and/or maintenance may in-

clude (but are not limited to): 

¶ Spare tanks for acclimating and isolating fish 

¶ Chemicals, brushes, and test kits to measure water quality 

¶ Biological or mechanical filters, and filter media such as zeolite or charcoal 

¶ Electrical hookups, lights, and pumps 

¶ Pipes, drain structures, nets, buckets 

¶ Sand or stone overlays or borders 

¶ Fountains, waterfalls, and aerators 

¶ Plants and plant enclosures 

Design and construction of the main pool can be simple or complex, and can range from formal geo-

metric shapes to more irregularly, natural-looking. Regardless of design, it is essential to plan well. Plan how 

pipes, filters, fountains, lights, and heaters will be concealed. Plan where electrical and water lines will be 

placed for lighting, pumps, and waterfalls. Plan the location of and space needed for any additional structures 

and their foundations. Plan how the pool will be drained. Ornamental ponds may be drained via pump or si-

phon but an optional drain allows for easier management when cleaning and removing fish. It is useful to make 

sure the bottom slope is at least 1 percent to help drain and to 

construct a catch basin that is 6-12 inches deeper than the bot-

tom to concentrate fish and debris. Cover the draining mecha-

nism with mesh or a plastic drain cover so that fish cannot es-

cape during draining. 

Ornamental ponds that are constructed 2/3 below ground 

are kept warm during cold weather and cool during hot weather, 

but such excavated pools may have problems with run-off. Run-

off water may have contaminants and cause muddiness and oxy-

gen problems in your ornamental pond. Additionally, rainwater 

saturation of the soil underneath the pool can float the ornamen-

tal pond structure, so it is important to use under-pool drainage 

or a water-pressure relief system and to know the soil type pre-

sent in your area. Consult with the United States Department of 

 
A pond properly constructed with tiered sides and 

ledges for plants. Fill the pond gradually, as 

above, to equalize the pressure between the liner 

and the ground. The above ground berm prevents 

contamination from stormwater runoff.  




