Week of August 22, 1999


Saving Water, Plants and Money in the Landscape

Willie Chance

Do you remember the old Cheetoos commercials?  They advertised two kinds of the snacks.  One was slowly baked to a delicate crunch (my favorite) while the other was quick-fried to a crackly crunch (too hard for me).  You could pick the kind you liked.

Unfortunately, our landscapes are like this commercial now.  Our lawns are slowly baking in the drought and heat, while trees and shrubs have quick-fried leaves, crunchy and hard.  The only cure is water.  Plants use water to cool themselves, produce food, grow and reproduce.  Without it, they die.

How do we cope with drought, especially in the face of possible or existing water restrictions?  Let me share a few tips from Gary Wade, UGA Extension Horticulturist, that may be helpful.

First, make sure the plants have a three to four inch mulch over all their roots.  Remember roots can reach out two to three times the length of the branches.  This slows soil drying and reduces weed growth.  Fine-textured mulches like pine straw and bark nuggets hold moisture better than coarse mulches.  

Try this.  Rake back mulch being careful not to disturb surface roots.  Do not leave roots exposed for more than a few minutes.  Lay down two to three sheets of newspaper, wet it and rake the mulch back over.  This can slow water loss but newspaper must be moistened when you put it down.

Reduce practices that require the plant to use water.  Fertilization requires water to be active.  Wait until later to fertilize.  Pruning also increases water needs.  Do not shear shrubs now, although you can carefully select individual branches to be removed.  Raise mowing heights on lawns slightly but do not exceed maximum height for the lawngrass you have.

Wait until plants wilt to water them.  We usually water too often and not enough when we water.  Apply three-quarter inch twice a week on vegetables, annual flowers and some perennials.  Apply one to one and a half inches of water once a week on lawns, trees and shrubs.  

How long will it take to put this much out with your system?  Take a pie pan or tuna can,  put it under the sprinkler and turn the sprinkler on.  See how long it takes for your system to put out this much water.  This could save you lots of money and water and is well worth your time and effort.

Water newly planted plants a little more often, but always let the soil dry a little between waterings.  The only thing worse than too little water is too much water.  The worst thing you can do to your plants is to water them often (every day or two) and not very long each time.  This produces shallow roots and reduces the plants drought tolerance.

If possible, water between 9:00 p.m. and 9:00 a.m.  Watering like this reduces water loss and will not encourage diseases, since leaves are already wet at that time.  

When you water, wet the roots only, if possible.  Wetting the leaves can encourage disease and increase water loss.  Soaker hoses and drip systems are very efficient, sometimes using 50% less water than sprinklers.  Just do not leave them on all the time.  Determine how long you need to leave it on to wet the root system (8 to 12 inches deep for perennials, 12 inches deep for shrubs, 12 to 18 inches deep for trees) and then turn it on when soil around plants dries out.  Buy a timer and use it to control water timing.

Call the Houston County Extension Office for a list of drought tolerant plants.  Once established, they can take longer periods of dry weather.  

For more information on gardening in middle Georgia, see our website at http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston or call our office at 542-2020.

