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XERISCAPE GARDENING PRINCIPLES AND STEPS
By Jean Chiuminatta, Master Gardener
Home landscaping is an opportunity for personal expression.  As long as this idea is kept in mind, the fun and enjoyment will never stop and you can create a new wonderful landscape. Following the seven steps of xeriscape gardening you can reduce the amount of water used and save money too.

Water is a critical issue for Texas residents.  To help reduce excessive use of water for maintaining landscapes, xeriscape gardening is encouraged.  The creation of a xeriscape landscape involves a series of specified and interconnected steps.  Depending on how well the seven principles are followed, it is estimated that one can save 20-80% in landscape water usage (that is impressive to me).

Step 1 - Plan the Design

Create a scale drawing of your property.  Sketch in the locations of existing structures, driveways, fences, walks, trees, shrubs, lawn, and anything else within your property lines.  Also note shady and sunny areas, slopes, and wind direction.  Consider how you want your yard to look, the amount of maintenance you plan to give it, and how much is in your budget.  A plan can be completed over a period of time, such as months, years, or more, but probably not just in a “season”.  Think about who will be the “worker bee(s)” – you, spouse, kids, professional worker or whoever.  Remember, this is a long-range plan!  The long-range goal is reduction of water usage (and save money on your water and sewage bill as a bonus).  You may want to hire an experienced landscape architect or designer to help you develop the design.  Every step is important to the success of the long-term effect to be created.  Once you are committed to this project, and it fits into your budget, you are ready for the next steps.  

Step 2 – Soil Improvement

Good soil is the basis for successful xeriscape gardening.  It absorbs and retains water, promotes good drainage and allows oxygen to reach plant roots.  It also provides nutrients necessary for plant growth.  Increasing organic matter in your soil and keeping it well aerated provides a good, hardy growing environment for plants while reducing the amount and frequency of watering.

Soil testing is very important to find out what is and is not in your soil.  Soil test bags, forms, and information can be picked up at the Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension at 892 Airport Rd., Rockport.  The results of this testing lets you know the soil pH and helps you to amend soil that is too alkaline or acidic.  Soil in south Texas is generally lacking in organic matter.  Rule of thumb: add up to six inches of organic matter such as compost, shredded leaves, or decomposed mulch and till it into the existing soil.  

The south Texas region is also known as the Wild Horse Desert.  Long ago residents knew our region experienced prolonged periods of drought with less than 15 inches of annual rainfall (no wonder the water bill can help break the poor checking account, at least my checking account!).  

It is early March and stage 2 watering regulations are still in effect-we can only water once a week (Tuesdays, even numbered addresses and Wednesday, odd numbered).  Meanwhile, California has finally received some relief to their drought – they’ve been drowning with rain and have deep snow pack in the mountains and the Northeast has been blanketed with snow.  Precipitation is unpredictable, but we do know that demand and competition for water will keep increasing.  

We have 10 more months in 2017.  How are the summer months going to look?  If you have not thought about xeriscape gardening before, maybe now is the time to consider it.  Look for information about the next five steps in future articles.  
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