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WATER WISE LANDSCAPES CAN BE BEAUTIFUL!
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

We are in a drought, in case you didn’t know! And, it is hot!  Water levels are going down in our reservoir storage, and we are under voluntary restrictions to conserve water. Did you know that lawn sprinklers cannot be used between 10 am and 6 pm?  This is true all the time, regardless of the weather and drought conditions. The City of Rockport has asked us to cut back on our water use by watering our landscapes no more often than once a week. 

Water conservation is critical, and we need to develop an attitude of conserving water, so we will be conscious of using less water in all aspects of our lives. The availability of good quality water is an increasing concern, and will continue to be one, not just in Texas, but also across the country and the world. 

So, what about our landscapes?  Am I suggesting planting rocks?  Not at all! Luckily, there are a wide variety of beautiful plants that are native, or adapted, to the Coastal Bend that grow well with very little water once they are established. In addition, many gardening practices help to conserve water. 

A sampling of the plants is listed below, but there are many more. For much more information, pick up a free copy of the Master Gardeners brand new In Our Coastal Garden booklet, which has photos and growing requirements of numerous plants for the Coastal Bend. They are available at the Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension, 892 Airport Rd., Rockport.

Some of the trees that are drought hardy are Desert Willow, Honey Mesquite, Mexican Buckeye, Mexican Poinciana, Retama, Texas Mountain Laurel, Texas Persimmon, and Wild (or Texas) Olive. Large shrubs include Bougainvillea, Cape Honeysuckle, Cenizo (or Texas Sage), Esperanza, Firebush (or Hamelia), Gaura, and Texas Kidneywood. Some of the small shrubs, or plants of that size are Agarita, the many species of Agave and Aloe, Artemesia (the native one or ‘Powis Castle’), Bulbine, Daylily, Mexican Oregano, Red Yucca (not a true yucca), Rosemary, Russian Sage, Skeleton-leaf Goldeneye, Sotol, Texas Lantana, and Yucca. 

For something lower growing, consider Blackfoot Daisy, Dalea (Black and Gregg’s), Greenthread, Snake Herb, and Woolly Stemodia. Most of these plants will produce many more flowers if they are watered infrequently, than frequently. Keep an eye out for these plants when you are adding to your landscape and consider converting areas of your yard to low water use plants. A good rule of thumb to remember is that plants with silvery leaves reflect sunlight and are generally tolerant of heat and dry weather. 

The number one way to conserve water in the landscape is to cut down on the frequency of watering. Plain and simple; most landscapes get water much more frequently than what they need to be healthy. Too frequent watering often leads to disease problems for grass and landscape plants.

The only time grass should be watered every day is when it is newly planted. Once established, it can easily go a week between watering, if it is watered deeply. Deep watering encourages deep rooting, and plants with deep roots are much more drought tolerant than plants with shallow roots. Shallow, frequent watering will cause plants to develop shallow root systems. Before watering, poke your finger in the ground to see if the soil one inch down is dry. If it isn’t, it’s not time to water. 

Mulching is another practice that will conserve a great deal of water. Apply it 2-4 inches thick, following a deep watering. Keep it away from stems and at least 6 inches from tree trunks. The larger the area that you can mulch, the better. Any type of mulch is beneficial, but organic mulch has the bonus of improving the soil, including the water-holding capacity, as it decomposes. Mulch also reduces weeds, so it has a lot going for it. 

It is very likely that we will soon be in Stage 1 water use restrictions when it will be mandatory that watering not be done more than once a week. Start gradually cutting back now on watering frequency to encourage your plants to send their roots deeper and be ready for summer. For more information on the City of Rockport Drought Contingency Plan, go to http://cityofrockport.com/494/Water-Plan.  
Learn much more about plants and practices for Water Wise gardening at the next Brown Bag talk presented by the Master Gardeners June 19, noon to 1:00 at the Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension. If you are interested, just show up, there is no need to register. Are you looking for some plants?  Stay for the Master Gardeners a POP-UP Plant Sale of native and adapted plants. Check out the Aransas/San Patricio Gardeners on Facebook and at https://txmg.org/aransas/. 
Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status. The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating
Individuals with disabilities, who require an auxiliary aid, service or accommodation to participate in any of the activities are encouraged to contact the AgriLife Extension office at least eight days prior to the program for assistance.
