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	Title: Choosing Trees and Shrubs With Low Water Needs
	Author: by Al Lowery, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Are you interested in using less water in your landscape, but wonder if this limits your selection of attractive plants and showy flowers? Well, there is a tremendous variety of trees, shrubs, groundcovers, and perennials that are low water users and they complement the home landscape. A few local nurseries specialize in water thrifty plants and some "user friendly" books will help you choose specific ones.Several years ago I decided that I wanted this type of landscape and thought all I needed were plants that had a low water requirement. Eventually I became aware that California basically has two climatic regions: Mediterranean and arid. When selecting plants, it is important to know which region the plant is most adapted and yearly fluctuations in temperatures, amount of sun available, and type of soil in your specific area.I live in Springville in the foothills of the Sierra. When looking at a map of climatic zones in Sunset's Western Garden Book, Porterville, Springville, and Three Rivers are in zone 9, called a thermal belt and adjacent to zone 8, called a cold air basin which includes Visalia, Hanford, and Tulare. These two zones have slightly different needs in plants. In zone 8, the annual rainfall averages are slightly lower, winter lows and summer highs can be more extreme, and persistent tule fog can affect plant growth patterns. My experience shows that what grows successfully along the coast, in the Central Valley, or higher in the foothills will not always do well at my location at 1,000 feet elevation. You will have to be aware of the opportunities and limitations for your own area.My main reference book for choosing what to plant is Landscape Plants for Western Regions by Bob Perry, published in 1992 by Land Design Inc. A vital section lists plants by estimated water needs for very specific geographic areas. Another section lists compatible plant combinations with extensive details and color photographs. This has helped me decide what to purchase and how to care for it in zone 9 versus 8.When planting water thrifty plants, I offer these suggestions. First, the very best time of year to plant is October through mid November. Plants will adjust to the lowering sun angle and send out new roots before the weather turns too cold. It is imperative that the root ball be slightly higher than the surrounding finish soil. The hole should be 3 times wider in diameter than the plant container, but no deeper. If you make the hole deeper, excess water will tend to pool below the plant and root rot will often occur. The surrounding soil needs to have excellent drainage, especially if the plant is a California native. 
	Page 2: I recommend watering on a regular basis until winter rains make the soil damp. It is crucial that the root ball not dry out, yet not be water logged. Initial watering is going to be the primary factor between success and failure of plant establishment. Frequent checking of the plant, as well as soil around/beneath during the months immediately following planting, is essential. Use of a moisture meter is helpful. A 2-3 inch layer of mulch around the new plant will help prevent water loss, suppress weed growth, and keep new roots cool and healthy. Once established these plants are nearly self-sufficient. A few favorites that have been immensely successful for me might give you a beginning. My favorite tree is the desert willow (Chilopsis linearis), which ranges from 15-40 feet in height. It has beautiful white, pink or purple flowers, which are fragrant and attract hummingbirds and butterflies. It is very hardy, can survive extreme heat, severe freezes and once established, can be totally independent of any supplemental water. It is deciduous in winter, needs no pruning, and its branches form attractive patterns without its foliage.Without a doubt the shrub group I am most intrigued by is the Ceanothus. I continue to try new species but I am very partial to Ceanothus 'Concha' because of its hardiness and stunning dark cobalt blue flowers. This is a fairly large mounding bush, reaching 5-7 feet high and 6-10 feet wide. The mid-spring flower show lasts 2-3 weeks. Extra benefits of the Ceanothus genus are that it can tolerate more clay in the soil and it is adaptable to extreme temperature fluctuation. I use a drip irrigation system with adjustable emitters. I've found that Ceanothus bushes perform better with a weekly watering in summer, even years after planting. Two nurseries specializing in plants with low water needs, are 1) Planet Earth in Fresno, which focuses on the propagation and sale of both Mediterranean and arid type plants and 2) Intermountain Nursery in Prather, which concentrates on the propagation and sale of trees, shrubs and perennials native to the western slopes of the Sierra. Most nurseries will carry a few California natives or plants with low water requirements. I hope I've encouraged you to investigate landscaping with low water trees and shrubs. While it is initially challenging, the rewards are definitely worthwhile!
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