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HELPING PLANTS GET THROUGH THE DROUGHT

By Ginger Easton Smith, Extension Agent, Texas AgriLife Extension Service

What can you do during this drought we are experiencing to maintain the plants in your landscape? The first thing to think about is watering! Whether you have an irrigation system or are a “hose dragger”, the principles are the same. Most important is to water heavily, but not frequently. The goal is to thoroughly wet the root zone each time you apply water. Consider how deep the roots of various types of plants, such as grass and groundcover, shrubs, and trees, grow.  
When watering a lawn, wet the soil to a depth of 4 to 6 inches. Of course, how much water that will take depends on the type of soil. As a rule of thumb, it takes about 1/2 inch of water to achieve the desired wetting depth if the soil is high in sand, 3/4 inch of water for loam soil, and about an inch of water for soils high in clay. After watering, dig down and see how far it has actually gone in your soil.

An established, healthy lawn should only need watering once a week at most. If you are watering more frequently than that now, gradually increase the interval between watering until you are at once a week. To do this, add one more day between watering every two weeks. Watch your grass and see how it is doing. A little wilting will not hurt it at all; the grass can handle it just fine.

The schedule and amount of watering for grass will not be sufficient for trees. Trees have a much deeper root system and therefore need heavier watering, but they don’t need it as frequently. Any water provided to a tree during an extended dry period will help, but ideally it should receive a very thorough soaking every two to four weeks. If it is difficult to get water to a tree, even one or two really heavy watering in the heat of summer will probably make a difference in its ability to withstand the drought.

Soak trees one to two times a month if we don’t receive at least an inch of rain during that time.  Apply the water in a donut shaped pattern starting a few feet from the trunk, and extending to about five feet beyond the drip line. Tree root systems are large-both deep and spreading and require a lot of water to wet them. A three year old tree might need 110 gallons! To determine how long it will take to deliver that amount of water, catch some water from your hose for a set time, measure it and calculate how long to leave it on. Or, do the opposite, see how long it takes to fill a one gallon jug and multiply from there. 

Do your watering in the wee hours of the morning if you have an automatic irrigation system, or very early in the day if you are watering by hand. Watering in mid-day results in much more water lost to evaporation and wind, while watering in the evening can leave water on the leaves overnight which may lead to development of disease.

Mulching is a great way to help plants through drought and to conserve water anytime. Mulch reduces evaporation of water from the soil, moderates the soil temperature, and keeps weed growth to a minimum. Any plant material that is free of weed seed and diseases is appropriate for mulch. Weed-free hay or straw, leaves, grass clippings, and compost are all great. Fresh grass clippings are fine to use around well-established plants, but let them sit for a week or two before using them around young seedlings. Rocks and other similar non-organic materials also make good mulch.

Under trees, remove grass and weeds that will compete for water and replace with a three to four inch layer of mulch. Never put mulch right up against the tree trunk though, as it will result in rotting of the bark.  

In addition to proper watering, other things to help your lawn during drought are to decrease fertilizer applications and increase mowing height. Proper mowing practices are essential for good quality and drought-tolerant turf. Every time a lawn is mowed, it stresses the grass to some degree, which reduces root growth.  

Cutting grass at the highest setting on the mower will help the grass during drought. Since there is more leaf area, the plant can produce more food for itself through photosynthesis, which is needed by the plant during recovery from stresses such as drought. Also, taller grass corresponds with longer, more extensive roots.  

Never mow more than one third the height of the leaf blade at any one time as it will cause severe stress to the grass. Keep the mower blades sharp; a leaf cut cleanly by a sharp blade will lose less water than a leaf shredded by a dull blade. 

Plants that are drought-stressed will be more susceptible to other stresses such as insect, disease, herbicide damage. Keep herbicide use around trees to a minimum. If using herbicide, be sure to read all directions and follow them exactly.  

As a long term approach, take note of plants in your yard and around the county that are more drought resistant and think about making some changes in your landscape, gradually replacing “thirsty” plants with ones that are more drought tolerant.  

Water is a precious and limited resource.  Please water responsibly.

For more detailed information, see “Efficient Use of Water in the Garden and Landscape”, written by Texas A&M horticulturalists at http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/drought/water/ ; and visit the Earth-Kind Drought Preparedness website at http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/drought/. Drought Management for Commercial Horticulture information can be found at http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/commercial/drought/; or call Texas AgriLife Extension-Aransas County at 790-0103.  

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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