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Gardening in Coastal Sand
By Amanda Steves, Master Gardener
Many gardeners in the Texas Coastal Bend have a special problem—sand.  Coastal sand is low in fertility, it heats up to high temperatures, and it doesn’t hold moisture for very long at all.  Sometimes it even repels water.  On the flip side, once water gets into our sandy ground, it drains very well.  This keeps plants from being damaged or killed with too much water from heavy rains, floods, or over-zealous sprinkler systems.  But flipping again, super-efficient drainage means more watering is required.
The simplest way to grow plants in coastal sand is to identify native and adapted species that like sand.  Try sea oats, lavender, cosmos, gaillardia, yarrow, rosemary, Gulf bluestem, prickly pear, or yucca. Go easy on fertilizing and watering these tough standbys, since most of them are accustomed to taking care of themselves.
A wider array of plants will grow in sandy soil with some preparation and ongoing care.  Start by considering which plants will do best in your particular environment.  Along the Gulf Coast, our sandy land generally comes with intense sun, frequent drought conditions, alkalinity, and a variable amount of salt in the ground.  Your garden will need plants that can withstand all this and be able to grow in less-than-fertile soil.  Look around to see what grows well in nearby natural areas, yards, and gardens.

Most plants need more nutrients than coastal sand can provide.  You’ll be way ahead if you can amend your garden soil with organic matter, such as compost, to add a source of nutrition and help with moisture retention.  Organic or slow-release fertilizer can be added as well.  If you have existing plants that are already in the ground, spread some compost between them and water it in.  Alternatively, you can create raised beds with good, fertile topsoil and organic amendments.

When you have prepared a garden bed and are ready to plant, start by watering the soil deeply.  Because of our typical hot, dry conditions, you’ll want to keep your new plants’ roots moist right up until they go into the ground. Once you’ve got them planted, tuck them in with a 2-3 inch layer of natural mulch or compost to help them stay cool and hydrated.  Be sure to pull it a few inches away from stems and trunks to prevent fungal diseases.  Replenish the mulch several times a year, but leave self-seeding plants some bare ground to allow seeds to have good contact with the soil.
Successfully watering plants in sandy soil involves more than just turning on a sprinkler once a week.  In fact, sprinklers won’t do as much good as other forms of irrigation.  Fine, dry sand often exhibits a property called hydrophobia.  Water poured on top beads up into puddles, which tend to run off or evaporate instead of penetrating the ground.  A solution to this problem is slow, drippy watering.  Soaker hoses and drip irrigation do a much better job of getting water into the soil and to your plants’ roots.  Adequate slow-watering takes a few hours, but it will make a big difference in the health and beauty of your garden.
After the water is absorbed into the sand, it will drain rapidly.  For this reason, it’s important to water your plants when they need it, and not on a schedule.  Plants that have been in the ground less than one year are likely to need water more often than the standard one-inch once a week.  When the soil is dry an inch down or plants are showing signs of stress, water deeply.  Drooping or curled up leaves usually mean a plant has dried out too much and needs water.
Several times a year, apply more compost to your garden beds.  The nutrients you add initially will be quickly depleted in sand, since the plants are eagerly taking up the amendments you contribute to the infertile soil.  In addition, the fast draining action of sand causes nutrients to leach out of the beds and away from the roots.  Side-dress existing plants with compost and slow-release fertilizer if desired, and top-dress empty areas and lawns.  Don’t apply more than one-half inch of compost to turf at a time, so the grass doesn’t suffocate.  Always water-in your additions to maximize contact with the soil.
Here are some plants that grow well in sandy Coastal Bend soil.
Trees – anacua, bottlebrush, bur oak, crape myrtle, desert willow, hackberry, live oak, Mexican poinciana, Texas ebony, Texas mountain laurel, wild olive, yaupon holly
Palms – cabbage palm, dwarf palmetto, Mediterranean fan palm, pindo palm, Texas sabal palm
Shrubs (large and small) – American beautyberry, black dalea, blue plumbago, cape honeysuckle, cenizo (Texas sage), confederate rose, coral bean, dwarf yaupon holly, esperanza, fern acacia, fig, flame acanthus, fragrant mistflower, golden daisy bush, heartleaf hibiscus, Mexican buckeye, red yucca, rosemary, skeletonleaf goldeneye, Texas lantana, Turk’s cap, Wheeler’s sotol, wooly butterfly-bush, wax myrtle, yellow plumbago (Thryallis), yellow sophora
Ornamental Grasses – bamboo muhly, coastal cordgrass, gulf muhly, inland seaoats, little bluestem, Mexican feathergrass, purple three awn
Groundcovers – frog fruit, Gregg’s mistflower, Mexican heather, purple trailing lantana, snake herb, wooly stemodia
Vines – coral honeysuckle, coral vine, purple passionflower (maypop), snapdragon vine, trumpet creeper, Virginia creeper
Perennials – butterfly weed, lanceleaf coreopsis, four nerve daisy, gayfeather, fragrant goldenrod, blackfoot daisy, Mexican hat, Padre Island coastal mistflower, mealy blue sage ‘Victoria,’ scarlet sage, spider lily, tropical butterfly weed, winecup, zexmenia
Annuals – black-eyed Susan, bluebonnet, Drummond’s phlox, greenthread, horsemint, gaillardia (Indian blanket), Indian paintbrush, lazy daisy
Thanks to Master Gardener Pat Stanton for contributing to the research for this article.
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