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Salt-Tolerant Landscaping
By Amanda Steves, Master Gardener

Here in the Texas Coastal Bend area we have a gardening obstacle: salt.  It’s in the air, it’s in the water, it’s in the soil.  And if you’re lucky enough to live right on the coast, you’ll find that most traditional landscape plants just won’t thrive so close to the ocean.
Sea breezes often carry salt spray one-eighth of a mile inland.  And when those breezes turn into stronger winds, the salty droplets can travel much farther.  Salt spray has the same saline concentration as seawater, and it can be very damaging to non-adapted plants.  Seaside fog will also deposit salt water on leaves and stems.  Salt-damaged leaves turn brown and usually fall off.  When they absorb too much salt, they can no longer take up the fresh water they need to carry out photosynthesis.
Another source of salt water is the soil.  Coastal soil is notoriously salty, and that can increase with flooding from the sea and in times of drought.  The groundwater that exists in the water table changes when the weather becomes hot and dry.  Normally the denser seawater stays below the fresh water that seeps in from rain and runoff.  But during and after a drought, the fresh groundwater practically disappears, and the salty seawater is drawn up into the soil and into our plants.  Having salt water around plant roots either from groundwater or flooding causes severe damage to plants that are not adapted to salty environments.
Finally, the water that we irrigate our gardens with can also contain salt—especially if it’s well water.  That’s because when coastal groundwater is pumped up by a well, it almost always has some salt.  If there’s a drought, then the salt levels can become harmful to most lawn and garden plants.
What’s a gardener to do?  The best answer is to choose salt-tolerant plants for your landscape.  Otherwise, you will spend a lot of time washing off your plants, flooding your lawn and garden with fresh water to leach out accumulated salt, and replacing salt-killed plants.
Horticulturists have come up with a classification system for salt-tolerant landscaping, which consists of three zones.  The plants recommended for Zone 1 are those that will survive close to the water’s edge.  They can take constant wind, salt spray, and salty soil.  Zone 2 plants can tolerate occasional wind, some salt spray, and salty soil.  They should be planted behind walls, fences, or buildings when close to the ocean.  Zone 3 plants will tolerate some salt in the soil but should be protected from wind and rinsed off regularly to remove salt deposited by spray, wind, or fog.  
But even salt-adapted plants have a limit for the amount of salt they can tolerate.  For example, if you heavily water your Zone-2 St. Augustine grass year after year with salty well water, the salt will build up in your soil and eventually become more than the grass can handle.  A yearly water test will help you stay on top of the problem, and a reverse-osmosis water filter might be needed.
Here are some salt-tolerant plants that grow well in our area, with their tolerance zones.
Trees – Zone 1: Norfolk Island pine, yaupon holly; Zone 2: bottlebrush, cedar elm, honey mesquite, fig, live oak, hackberry, Texas ebony, Texas mountain laurel; Zone 3: citrus, magnolia, wild olive

Palms – Zone 1: dwarf palmetto, Mexican fan palm, Texas sabal palm, Washingtonia palms; Zone 2: lady palm, Mediterranean fan palm, pindo palm, queen palm
Shrubs – Zone 1: cape honeysuckle, dwarf natal plum, dwarf yaupon holly, fragrant mistflower, prickly pear, sea grape, natal plum, rosemary, pittosporum, wax myrtle, yaupon holly, yellow sophora; Zone 2: American beautyberry, cenizo, bougainvillea, chile pequin, esperanza, firecracker, golden daisy bush, holly fern, Mexican poinciana, ponytail palm, oleander, sago palm, jatropha, plumeria, red yucca, shell ginger, split-leaf philodendron, Texas sage, Turk’s cap; Zone 3: Barbados cherry, duranta, hibiscus, plumbago – yellow and blue, roses – especially ‘Knock Out’ ‘Belinda’s Dream’ and ‘Peggy Martin,’ thryallis
Grasses, Agaves, & Yuccas – Zone 1: aloe vera, century plant, coastal cordgrass, inland seaoats; Zone 2: softleaf yucca, Spanish dagger, St. Augustine grass; Zone 3: purple fountain grass

Groundcovers – Zone 1: dwarf natal plum, hen & chicks, pigeonberry; Zone 2: Asian jasmine, liriope, mondo (monkey) grass, wandering Jew, wedelia
Vines – Zone 1: cape honeysuckle; Zone 2: Confederate jasmine, Mexican flame vine; Zone 3: purple passionflower

Perennials – Zone 1: purple trailing lantana, sunflower (native); Zone 2: bird of paradise, canna, copper canyon daisy, daylily, kalanchoe, scarlet sage, spider lily, sunflower (common), tropical butterfly weed; Zone 3: mealy blue sage (salvia), shrimp plant, yarrow
Annuals – Zone 1: Indian blanket (gaillardia); Zone 2: cosmos, Drummond’s phlox, periwinkle (not vinca), portulaca (moss rose), thyme; Zone 3: black-eyed Susan, marigold, nasturtium, snapdragon, zinnia
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