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	Title: Tips for a Lush, Healthy Landscape Under Local Conditions
	Author: by Cecile Garrison, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: The primary role of the Master Gardener is to assist homeowners with home garden questions.   Volunteer Master Gardeners staff an office in Tulare on Tuesdays and Thursdays and one in Hanford on Thursdays from 9:30 until 11:30 a.m.  Recently I was working with two other Master Gardeners when a homeowner brought in a big, ugly bug and some damaged leaves from his yard.  We identified the beetle and discussed integrated pest management options.  He seemed satisfied with our recommendations.  Then he casually said to me, “I’m planning to let my gardener go.  What do I need to do to achieve a lush, healthy landscape?”   I stood there with my mouth open not sure how I could answer such an all encompassing question in the time I had left.  My gardening knowledge comes from my parents’ example, decades of trial and error in my own gardens, and almost two hundred volunteer and continuing education hours with the Master Gardener organization.  I continue to learn something every day!  Still, I attempted an answer. A garden starts with healthy soil.  A healthy soil is one that is teeming with living organisms.  Besides earthworms there are many other small insects and beneficial soil bacteria and microbes that reside in healthy soils.   Soil pH affects soil life, soil structure (porosity and density), nutrient availability, and ultimately, plant growth.  Plant roots absorb water and minerals dissolved in the water which are essential for plant growth.  The pH is a measure of the acidity or alkalinity of the soil and indicates whether minerals dissolve in water or remain as a solid in the soil.  A pH below 7 indicates acidity, one above 7 indicates alkalinity.  Most plants grow best in soils with a pH between 5 and 7.  When the pH is 5 and below, nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium become less available to plants, earthworms disappear and bacteria become less active.  When the pH is 8 and higher, iron and zinc become less available to plants, chlorotic leaves develop, and salt burn from sodium and boron tend to occur.  The majority of our local soils are in the 6.5-8.5 pH range.  
	Page 2: A landscape develops in soils enriched with organic matter.  Annual applications of humus, compost, worm castings, etc. will drive the soil pH to neutral 7.  We didn’t test the soil when we moved to our new home, but we knew there was a problem.  There were no earthworms, ladybugs, praying mantis or other good insects.  The soil was extremely dry and porous.  We knew we needed to start by adding organic matter such as composted steer manure and yard waste and mixing it into the soil.  After one year of such amendments we started seeing bugs, spiders and earthworms.  Within two years we had lush flower beds, a beautiful green lawn and lots of creatures: bugs, spiders, earthworms, frogs and birds.  “LIFE”!   A beautiful landscape depends upon the right amount of water.   Water is a precious resource and it’s really important for homeowners to consider their landscapes as part of the solution to California’s water shortage. The landscape design should place trees for shade and light, group plants according to water need, and provide efficient irrigation systems.  Aim for larger shrub and flower beds and less square footage of lawn.  Consider drip irrigation or soaker hoses under a layer of mulch for your flowers.  Water long enough to completely soak the root ball but not so long that the plants are standing in water, and don’t water too often. Many landscapes are actually weakened and sickened by over watering and watering too frequently.  Monitor the different areas in your landscape and find areas where you can cutback on water.   An eco-friendly landscape uses plants adapted to our Mediterranean climate.  Trees, shrubs, perennial flowers and herbs should thrive in the hot, dry summers and tolerate the cold, wet winters.  Thousands of plants from several locations in the world are suitable for this zone, including California natives.  Know that not all of these plants are drought tolerant, but try to choose the ones that are. Realize that all newly planted plants will need lots of water until their roots get established, even if they are listed as drought tolerant. A critical component to a successful landscape is mulch.  We started a huge (one acre) wildflower garden last December, but ran out of energy before we finished spreading a thick layer of organic mulch (shredded or chipped bark, leaves, clippings, straw, compost, etc).  In early August all the flowers without the mulch withered and died after a month of temperatures in the 90’s and 100’s.  We watered the mulched areas for the same amount of time and these flowers still thrive.   So, healthy soil, a good design, the right amount of water, appropriate plants for each location, and a thick layer of mulch will help ensure a healthy, beautiful, and eco-friendly landscape.  It’s really quite simple and very rewarding, if you have the time!
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