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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

BEAUTIFUL GARDENS THAT SAVE WATER 

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

There are challenges inherent in our climate zone, including very low rainfall, usually for 7 – 10 months of the year. This creates almost desert like conditions for many months and explains why irrigation systems are so common here. Here are some helpful techniques and strategies for managing water resources in such an environment –commonly known as Xeriscaping, “Earth Kind” or Water Smart gardening principles.

It is estimated that by 2035, only 85% of water needs in Texas will be met. In the 1950’s it is estimated that each person in the US consumed 100 gallons of water per day. Since then, population has almost doubled (increased 90%) but instead of each person using 100 gallons per day, it is estimated that each person consumes 200 gallons per day. There are many more people, with each consuming double the gallons per day!

It is clear that efforts to find quality landscaping that conserves water and protects the environment as an alternative to conventional high water use landscapes is a goal that should be of interest to all Texans, particularly those of us who live through the months of “almost desert” in Aransas and San Patricio Counties.

Xeriscaping is a concept whose time has come all over Texas. The base of the word is “xeric” which means dry or arid, so it is landscaping for dry or arid conditions but it need not be “cactus and rocks”. Visit the xeriscape garden outside the Corpus Christi Science and History Museum or Green Acres in Rockport to see blooming and colorful xeriscape gardens using local plants.

 The “Earth Kind” Program is about environmental stewardship. “Earth Kind” incorporates xeriscaping principals but also builds upon them. As more people in Texas implement the seven “Earth Kind” principals, we will see lovely, low water use, adapted xeriscapes emerging and also realize significant water and environmental resource and cost savings.

1- Plan and Design – Design your landscape for less water use from the get-go. Draw out your design. How will you use each area? Think of it as outdoor living space. Where is a patio or other hardscape needed? Do you really need a certain area in grass or will some other alternative do the job? Design using the xeriscape rule of thirds - 1/3 hardscape, 1/3 beds and 1/3 or less grass.

2- Prepare the Soil. - In sandy soils like ours the goal is to add organic material to aid in water retention. Add a 4-inch layer of organic material and mix it in before you plant.  Plants growing in clay soils also benefit from the same organic material.

3- Select Appropriate Plants. Select trees, shrubs and ground covers that need little or no water after they are established and that are adaptable to our climate and soil conditions. Use native and Texas adapted plants. Bear in mind, that the more your site is exposed to wind and salt water, the fewer plants there will be to choose from. There are lists at the Extension office of native plants and salt tolerant plants for the coast. Group plants together by their water needs. Choose grasses that have the ability to go dormant in a drought and/or if there is water rationing. They will revive when rain arrives.

4- Reduce or Eliminate Grass Areas - Water usage varies drastically in different types of landscapes but lawns are the most notorious water hogs. Replace grass with appropriate plant material or hardscape and select drought tolerant grasses if grass will be used. Eliminate long narrow areas of grass in favor of paths with beds of low water use plants.

5- Water Efficiently and Conserve – The key to watering lawns is to water infrequently and deeply. Use drip systems when possible. Use sprinkler heads with low angles and large droplets and set to water before 10 AM or after 6 PM to reduce evaporation. Check your system often and adjust it to prevent runoff.

At Green Acres you can see the modern equipment available to participate in the rebirth of a very old idea in water scarce environments – use of cisterns and rain barrels to harvest and store rain.

Cisterns were a necessity to the settlement of this region. Due to sandy conditions, it was not possible to hand dig wells to proper depth for potable fresh water until many years after the first settlers arrived, so cisterns were used to capture pure rainwater. Today’s cisterns are not your Great Granddaddy’s cisterns and rain barrels. Modern rainwater harvesting systems are attractive and cleaner with simple ways to manage infiltration of pests, bacteria and mosquitoes. They can be easily added to existing construction and are a wonderful idea to include if you are planning new construction in this climate.

6- Use Mulch – Apply mulch at least 2 inches deep. Four inches would be even better. Mulch enhances the soil structure and water retentiveness but also conserves water that would otherwise evaporate.

You can get an entire pick-up load of mulch, or “chocolate for plants”, as friend Liz calls it, for just a little over $5! The mulch is available at the Aransas County Transfer Station on Prairie Road and they will load it for you into an open bed vehicle or trailer. This is the best gardening deal around. Of course, you need not buy an entire pick up load. Put some plastic bags or trash containers in your car along with a shovel and get the amount you need a little at a time if you wish, price is reduced accordingly.

7- Perform Maintenance – Mow at higher heights in summer. Learn the art of fertilizing correctly. Order a soil test every 3 – 4 years. Fertilize lightly and no more than twice a year. Use earth friendly pesticides and herbicides. Keep an eye on that irrigation system and adjust it frequently.

If you would like to learn more about the “Earth Kind” Program in Texas go to http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/index.html where you will even find a searchable data base of low water use plants

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.

