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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

KNOW YOUR CLIMATE

GARDENING CHALLENGES OF THE HUMID SUB TROPICS

By Elayne Arne, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener


The average annual rainfall reported for Aransas and San Patricio Counties ranges from 30 – 36 inches per year but GARDENERS BEWARE - how deceptive annual averages can be!

The closest city for which NOAA keeps detailed statistics is Corpus Christi. In a recent look at the last 10 years of NOAA data, the annual total varied from a low of 22 inches in one year to a high of 39 in another. NOAA states the rainiest months are May and September.

When you look at the data by month a more important pattern becomes clear. Massive amounts of the annual total arrive in two short periods. These two short, rainy seasons can vary in when they occur by one month before or after May and September. This is what happened late last June when Rockport received 14 inches of rain in just 2 days but May rain had not been significant.

There is another rainy season pattern to be seen by looking at the NOAA daily rainfall data. The seasonal rain often comes in a few very heavy days of rain rather than many days of smaller amounts over a longer period. Due to sandy soils, the deluges we receive run off quickly and we find ourselves dry again in no time.

In eight of the last ten years, these brief, heavy periods of seasonal rains accounted for fully half to two thirds of the annual total for a year. That leaves seven to or ten other months where rainfall will likely be 1 inch or less per month. Such conditions are a delight to summer visitors and Winter Texans who, except for rainier El Niño years, will rarely have their vacations spoiled by rain. For the rest of us, who are trying to grow yards, gardens and crops, it is no wonder we feel as if we are in drought conditions most months of the year because – we are!


Our global position for Aransas and San Patricio counties is about 28 degrees N latitude and 97 W longitude. To our south, surrounding the equator are the hot, humid and the very consistently wet tropics. We lie in the next climate band up from the tropical zones. We are located in the sub tropics, which simply means “adjacent to the tropics”. The 3 major climate zones of your childhood geography classes – polar, temperate and tropical are more accurately defined as 5 zones, each with 2 or more sub climes.

If you place your finger on a globe at 28 N latitude and spin, tracking our latitude throughout the world, you will see that you pass through 3 distinct but water scarce climate types. The first two types are the vast arid and semi arid areas of the world in Africa, India, the Middle East and the American Southwest. The third climate zone type at this latitude is ours, called the “humid subtropical”. The humid subtropics are characterized by the hot, humid summers and mild winters such as are found here in South Texas but also in southern Asia. Despite abundant summer humidity, in sub tropic climates, that humidity does not translate into very much summer rainfall.

Now, what does this climate information mean to you as a gardener?

First, even in normal years, beyond the two short periods of seasonal rain, we are very close to drought and desert-like conditions most months of the year. If you are someone who hopes to garden here, understanding the dynamics of our climate zone is paramount to your gardening success. Scarce water, particularly during the hot summers, will be your most precious and limiting resource during the many months of low rainfall. Managing water resources efficiently will be your greatest gardening challenge most months of the year.

Second, because together our short rainy seasons make up so much of our annual total, in years with light seasonal rainfall, it is easy to see that we will be even more severely water stressed than happens in a normal year. We are literally “living on the edge” of desert conditions. Some people refer to our climate as “humid desert” and that is not far from the truth.

The next two articles will explore home landscape and community level approaches to working with the scarcity of water inherent in our climate. Also, useful techniques and strategies for managing and saving water resources while maintaining a quality landscape will be discussed. For now, here are some quick tips for managing water use in lawns more efficiently –

Build up the soil’s organic content by top dressing lawns with compost or peat moss (if St Augustine) once or twice a year.

Let mowed grass clippings lie to serve as organic mulch that will also protect roots from heat.

Choose drought tolerant varieties of grass for new plantings and replace old plantings with less thirsty alternatives where available.

Water deeply and less frequently to encourage deep root growth. Some are even trying weekly watering changed into two, same-day doses for deep penetration.

In summer heat, set the mower at least 3 inches, which will help keep stems and roots shaded.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

