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what is xeriscaping? 

•  word derived from the Greek word “xeros” 

meaning dry and “scape” from the word 

“landscape” 

•  used to describe landscaping with water 

conservation as a major objective 

•  an attractive, sustainable landscape that 

conserves water 



how is it different than normal landscaping? 

•  a method of landscaping, not a style of 

landscaping  

•  watering zones: group plants with similar moisture 

requirements together 

•  a greater the use of native plants, increasing the 

water savings 



how is it different than normal landscaping? 

•  could save 25% to 50% of outdoor water use (depending on 

your previous water use habits) 

•  initial costs for xeriscape will probably be slightly higher due to 

cost of plant material 

•  savings in irrigation and maintenance makes it cost-effective 

in a few years 



seven principles of xeriscaping 

1. plan and design comprehensively 

2. evaluate soil and improve if necessary 

3. create practical turf areas 

4. use appropriate plants 

5. water efficiently 

6. use organic mulch 

7. maintain appropriately 
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1. plan and design comprehensively 

•  consider existing structures, existing vegetation, 

slopes 

•  sun and wind exposures 

•  function of your yard 

•  phasing: what gets done first? 
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2. evaluate soil and improve if necessary 

•  proper soil will help retain water, nutrients, and allow 

vigorous root growth 

•  composition: sand, silt clay 

•  organic matter 

•  pH 

•  amend the soil with peat moss (acidic),  limestone   

or  calcium carbonate (basic) 







inorganic amendments 

•  sand 

•  peat moss 

•  perlite (volcanic rock) 

•  vermiculite 

•  aeration 



a pH of 6.0 to 7.5 is ideal for horticulture 
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3. create practical turf areas 

•  minimize high water using mowed grass 

areas, while providing suitable uses 

•  consider the purpose and function of turf areas to 

pick the right mixtures of grass, shape and 

configuration 

•  consider your phasing plan 
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4. use appropriate plants 

•  most plants have a place in xeriscape 

•  choose plants based on intended use, 

aesthetics 

•  lean toward drought-tolerant plants and native 

species 

•  zone your plants appropriately: segregate  

water requirements 
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5. water efficiently 

•  if irrigation is used, place it strategically – 

various types of irrigation (spray, drip, 

soaker, etc.) 

•  water turf areas separately 

•  water “groups” with different water needs 

•  change irrigation needs with seasons 

•  supplemental irrigation needed for establishment 
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6. use organic mulch 

•  stone vs. wood mulch 

•  minimizes evaporation 

•  reduces weed growth 

•  slows erosion 

•  reduces soil temperature fluctuations 

•  decomposes slowly, adding nutrients to soil 

•  reduces splash 
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7. maintain appropriately 

•  pruning, weeding and fertilization 

•  alteration of irrigation program 

•  more suitable plants will require less 

intervention 

•  proper planning at onset = less 

maintenance 
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conservation strategies 

zoning plants by drought tolerance 

•  avoid watering plant by plant 

shape and grade of your beds 

•  create contours and dishes 

water catchment 

•  rain barrels, rain gardens 



when to water ? ? ? 

depends on plant age, size and 

root depth 

measure moisture at root depth, 

not at the surface 

make a ball – does it crumble? 

footprints on the grass 



watering practices 

best to water 0500-1000h 

•   less wind 

•   less heat 

•   less evaporation 

allows afternoon drying – 

less mold & fungus growth 



watering practices 

be accurate: use a rain gauge 

•  shallow cup, tin can 

•  keep records 

•  expect change over time 

local soil percolation: 40mm  

(1 ½”) per hour 



watering practices 

brown and dormant is okay! 

•  allow grass to turn brown in 

dry periods 

•  can live two months left dry: 

resilient if properly rooted 

•  exception for high traffic 

areas 



watering practices 

avoid over-watering 

•  eliminate flow of water on 

the surface – slow slow slow 

•  unnecessary burden on 

civic infrastructure and 

water consumption 



watering conservation 

water collection - eavestrough 

•  rain barrels 

•  storage tanks 

rain gardens 
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Attracting insects  

•  respecting natural 

systems and all living 

species 

•  pollination 

•  predators for 

unwanted species 

•  limits pesticide use 



Attracting birds  

•  respecting natural 

systems and all living 

species 

•  aesthetics and 

enjoyment 

•  transfer of seeds 

•  limits pesticide use 



Food ! 

•  passive recreation 

•  providing local food 

•  can be water intensive 

•  consider it part of your 

phasing strategy 



Winter colour and interest 

•  plan for a winter landscape 

•  trees with canopies – 

lighting? 

•  attract wintertime birds 



Aesthetics, maintenance 

•  your personal style 

•  availability of plants 

•  do you enjoy yard work? 
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mulch selection 

•  organic mulch 

•  shredded material 

•  coniferous vs. deciduous 

•  spruce vs. cedar 

•  top-up expected 



benefits of mulch 

•  it’s a natural process 

•  weed suppression 

•  moisture retention 

•  temperature controls 

•  reduce water splash 
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Why groundcovers? 

•  visual interest 

•  erosion control – prevent soil 

runoff on slopes 

•  keeps soil cool in full sun 

•  reduces evaporation 



Lawn Care 

•  proper mowing depth 

•  64mm is ideal (2.5”) 

•  encourage deep roots 

•  longer grass provides more 

shade, less evaporation, more 

competition for weeds 

•  leave clippings in rotation 

•  shading, fertilizer 
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Myth #1: freshwater is abundant 

•  97% of the earth’s water is not 

potable 

•  another 2% is locked in 

glaciers 

•  leaving only 1% for our needs 

•  of that 1%, only about 1% is 

consumed by drinking 



Myth #2: water conservation = water 

bans, and “doing without” 

•  conservation is about  reducing waste 

•  changing attitudes of water use 

•  maintaining aesthetic and functional 

attributes of a landscape 

•  challenging ourselves to innovate 



Myth #3: water is more abundant 

in the summer months 

•  supply of water is consistent 

year-round 

•  water use more than double 

during summer in most towns 



Myth #4: water crisis? What water crisis? 

•  nearly all of the developed world is in a 

freshwater shortage  condition 

•  water scarcity is not just a third-world 

problem 

•  individual practices DO make a 

difference on the greater whole 



Myth #5: short grass and smaller 

plants use less water 

•  longer grass leads to deeper roots 

•  deeper roots penetrate more soil 

and require less irrigation 



Why xeriscape? 

•  reduce watering 

•  minimize weeding 

•  reduce fertilizer requirements 

•  reduce pruning requirements 

•  minimize mowing 

•  reduce pesticides 



Closing Summary: Principles 

•  design for water conservation 

•  improve soils 

•  reduce lawn areas 

•  select appropriate plants 

•  use efficient irrigation strategies 

•  use organic mulch 
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