
Young leaves are wilted on this drought-
stressed Pittosporum undulatum
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Drought tips for 
lanDscape managers
The following article is reprinted by permission 
from the California Center for Urban Horticulture 
website. (http://ccuh.ucdavis.edu) Some additions 
have been made to the original text.

reDuce irrigation

Provide only as much water as the landscape 
requires. Most landscapes are given too much water 
and can flourish on less. Over-irrigation can actually 
predispose plants to other problems. 

•	 To learn more, see this page: Estimating Water 
Needs of Landscape Plants and Entire 
Landscapes.

•	 To find the water use of landscape plants in 
California, see this page: WUCOLS IV.

Prioritize plants 
During irrigation restrictions, select the highest 
value plants to receive the limited amounts of water 
available for irrigation. One way to determine this 
is to think about which plants can tolerate limited 
water and which are more easily replaced if allowed 
to die. Lower priority plants may also be removed 
from crowded areas to further conserve water. 

Although they can be irrigated less frequently, 
trees should be prioritized, since they take longer 
to establish and will take more time to replace if 
allowed to die.  Slow, deep soaking once or twice a 
month may be sufficient to keep them healthy.  If 
they have been grown in a lawn, their roots may be 
shallow and they may require the more frequent 
twice-monthly irrigation.
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Expect some stress

Plants will respond to water stress in different 
ways but can recover. Recognize water stress 
symptoms to determine how long plants 
can go without irrigation [trees]. Adjust 
expectations of plant performance during 
drought.  A helpful publication for lawns is 
Managing Turfgrasses During Drought. 

Maximize Water efficiency

Optimize your irrigation system with 
regular system checks, including full 
audits.  For a free guide, download 
this: Landscape Irrigation System 
Evaluation and Maintenance.

•	 Know what each valve controls: what 
kinds of emitters (sprinklers, drip, 
etc.), how many there are, and the plant 
types in each zone.

•	 Make repairs quickly: adjust sprinklers 
as necessary; replace plugged drip 
emitters, and repair leaks properly.

http://ccuh.ucdavis.edu/industry/drought-messages-for-landscape-managers
http://ucanr.edu/sites/UrbanHort/Water_Use_of_Turfgrass_and_Landscape_Plant_Materials/Plant_Water_Needs/Estimating_Water_Needs_of_Landscape_Plants_and_Entire_Landscapes/
http://ucanr.edu/sites/UrbanHort/Water_Use_of_Turfgrass_and_Landscape_Plant_Materials/Plant_Water_Needs/Estimating_Water_Needs_of_Landscape_Plants_and_Entire_Landscapes/
http://ucanr.edu/sites/UrbanHort/Water_Use_of_Turfgrass_and_Landscape_Plant_Materials/Plant_Water_Needs/Estimating_Water_Needs_of_Landscape_Plants_and_Entire_Landscapes/
http://ucanr.edu/sites/WUCOLS/
http://www.gufc.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/06/drought-and-landscape-plants-revision-200211.pdf
http://anrcatalog.ucdavis.edu/pdf/8395.pdf
http://ucanr.org/sites/urbanhort/files/80223.pdf
http://ucanr.org/sites/urbanhort/files/80223.pdf


Low water plantings like this manzanita and 
fescue need half the water of turfgrass or less
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•	 Change out older sprinklers to newer water 
efficient ones – check for rebates offered by 
your water purveyor. Replace spray heads 
with rotary stream heads (e.g. Rain Bird RN 
or R-VAN, Toro PRN, Hunter MP Rotator, 
Orbit Eco-Stream) that deliver water at 
lower pressure and flow rates.

•	 Switch to drip or subsurface irrigation where 
appropriate.  Most shrub borders are better 
served by efficient in-line drip systems laid 
in a grid; over time regular spray heads 
become blocked by large shrubs and do not 
deliver water evenly to beds.

•	 Utilize technology such as smart controllers 
and soil moisture sensors (tensiometers).  
There may be rebates available from the 
client’s water purveyor to replace or install 
smart controllers.

•	 Schedule irrigation quantity and frequency 
to match the needs of the landscape- don’t 
just pick a random amount of time and set 
the timer. There are helpful publications 
and online resources to help you if you need 
it. Adjust the program in your irrigation 
controller at least monthly as the weather 
changes to better match plant needs.

•	 Water deeply and infrequently to discourage 
shallow rooting.  Shallow-rooted plants are 
less tolerant of drought.  The only way to 

know if your water has reached the desired 
depth is with a shovel, long screwdriver, or 
soil probe.  Check!

•	 Eliminate runoff by irrigating in cycles and 
replacing and/or adjusting sprinklers that 
irrigate hard surfaces. Understanding soil 
properties can help.  The heavier the soil, the 
more slowly water will infiltrate. 

•	 Avoid watering below the root zone. If soil is 
very sandy, you can easily apply water that 
moves below plant roots and is wasted.  You 
will need to irrigate for shorter periods of 
time more frequently to keep water in the 
desired root zone (top 6-12” for grass; top 
12’-24” for trees and shrubs). 

•	 Manage irrigation for microclimates within 
your landscape.  For instance, plants in 
shade can be irrigated far less frequently 
than those in full sun.

Pre-conDition lanDscapes for 
Drought survival

Slowly reduce irrigation volume if adjustments 
have not been made earlier in the season.   
Suddenly witholding all water can shock plants.

Contributing authors:

Dave Fujino, CCUH, UC Davis

Darren Haver, UC Cooperative Extension

Loren Oki, UC Cooperative Extension

Jennifer Tso, UC Davis



other Water-conserving tips

•	 Make sure all plants on a particular valve have similar water needs.
•	 Promote soil health to improve infiltration: grasscycle, aerate turf, and use compost to improve 

soil structure and slowly add nutrients. Cover exposed soil surfaces with mulch to reduce 
evaporation, prevent compaction, and suppress weeds which compete for water.

•	 During drought reduce or eliminate fertilizer to curb excessive tender growth.
•	 In severe drought, prune back large, wilted plants to reduce water loss from plant leaves.

manage for salts

Shallow frequent irrigation with very hard or recycled water concentrates salts at the soil surface. If 
water is not yet restricted, water beyond the root zone to leach away salts at least once a month.  This 
is especially important if the winter has been dry.
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4some truly loW-Water plants for the valley

These are just a few of the plants that will perform well on monthly summer water in clay loam 
soil, or every 2-3 weeks in sandy loam, provided water is applied to a depth of 18 inches.  For at 
least the first year, be sure to water them regularly and deeply to establish a drought-tolerant root 
system.  To search for more plants by category or name, visit WUCOLS IV. Plants for SHADE are 
noted.

Shrubs 
Arctostaphylos species and cultivars (manzanita)
Berberis aquifolium and ‘Compacta’ (Oregon grape) SHADE
Callistemon species and cultivars (bottlebrush)
Ceanothus species and cultivars (CA lilac)
Daphne odora ‘Aureomarginata’ (winter daphne) SHADE
Frangula californica and cultivars (coffeeberry)
Heteromeles arbutifolia (toyon) SUN or SHADE
Salvia clevlandii and cultivars
Sollya heterophylla (bluebell creeper) SHADE

Herbaceous Perennials/Grasses
Achillea species and cultivars
Agastache species (mint hyssop)
Elymus condensatus ‘Canyon Prince’  (wild rye)
Festuca californica  (California fescue) SHADE
Hellebore spp. and hybrids (Lenten rose) SHADE
Heuchera spp. and hybrids (coral bells/alum root) SHADE
Tulbaghia violacea (society garlic)
Groundcovers  
Rosmarinus officinalis ‘Prostratus’ (creeping rosemary)
Salvia spathacea (hummingbird sage) SHADE
Teucrium chamaedrys ‘Prostrata’ or ‘Nanum’ a border of Teucrium

Oregon grape in bloom

http://ucanr.edu/sites/WUCOLS/Plant_Search/
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Qualification training 
for lanDscape 
professionals

8 weeknight classes
2 half-day Saturday workshops

An 8-week course to increase your 
KNOWLEDGE

SKILLS &
MARKETABILITY

as an environmentally friendly 
landscape professional

WHO IS IT FOR?
•	 Residential and commercial gardeners
•	 Parks and school grounds workers
•	 Landscape maintenance contractors

Benefits of Becoming a Green 
Gardener:
•	 Improve the health of landscapes
•	 Improve efficiency with water, 

time, chemicals, and money
•	 YOUR NAME on the Green 

Gardener website of qualified 
professionals

•	 A qualification that can help 
you enhance your value to your 
current clients and attract new 
ones

CEUs approved for pesticide applicators 
and ISA Certified Arborists.

next course:
January 2015

CheCk the website for 
registration details

congratulations to our 
2014 graDuates!

Donna Anguiano  Wine & Roses Hotel, Restaurant 
& Spa

Miguel Arevalo Lawn Groomers
Matthew  Cunningham  Precision Landscape Repair  
Brianna Murphey Landscape Solutions
Hugo Hernandez California State University 

Stanislaus  
Elias Llamas Tracy New Image Landscape
Victor Pulido student
Frank Quaresma Live Oak Landscape
Craig  Heitman  Keeper of the Green  
Patricia Vivar-Toledano  Valley Crest Landscape 
Daniel Wahlen College-Bound, Will Mow Your 

Ground
Michael Whiteside College-Bound, Will Mow Your 

Ground
Jacob Wilson  T.J. Wilson Company

for more information:
http://ucanr.org/

GreenGardener

http://ucanr.edu/sites/greengardener/
http://ucanr.edu/sites/greengardener/


The University of California prohibits discrimination against or harassment of any person employed by or seeking employment with the University on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity, 
pregnancy (which includes pregnancy, childbirth, and medical conditions related to pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), genetic information 
(including family medical history), ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or service in the uniformed services (as defined by the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act of 
1994: service in the uniformed services includes membership, application for membership, performance of service, application for service, or obligation for service in the uniformed services) or any person in any of its 
programs activities.  University policy also prohibits retaliation against any employee or person seeking employment or any person participating in any of its programs or activities for bringing a complaint of discrimination 
or harassment pursuant to this policy.  This policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable State and Federal laws.  Inquiries regarding the University’s equal employment opportunity policies may be 
directed to Linda Marie Manton, Affirmative Action Contact, University of California, Davis, Agriculture and Natural Resources, One Shields Avenue, Davis, CA 95616, (530) 752-0495.

Plant this
Rosa ‘Korbin’ (Iceberg rose)
This landscape rose is a handsome, disease-
resistant, pest-tolerant shrub that blooms 
from spring until winter.  The fragrant 
flowers fill the garden with their perfume 
and attract a variety of pollinators.
It has been proven in trials to perform 
beautifully on about the half the water of a 
typical lawn.  In clay-loam soils this means it 
will do well with only  once or twice a month 
deep irrigation.
Once or twice a summer you should remove 
the dead flower heads to keep it blooming.  
Then in mid-winter, remove all but 5-7 good canes, and cut these back to healthy buds about 2 feet 
high.
This can be seen blooming from April through December in The Learning Landscape demonstration 
gardens at the Robert J. Cabral Agricultural Center, 2101 E. Earhart Ave., Stockton.

Reduce Pruning
5
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contact us:
Karrie Reid
Environmental Horticulture Advisor
UC Cooperative Extension
San Joaquin County
2101 E. Earhart Ave., Ste. 200
Stockton, CA 95206-3949
209-953-6109

skreid@ucanr.edu

To receive this newsletter via email, visit our 
website Newsletter tab and subscribe. 

http://ucanr.org/SJHort

Reduce Greenwaste

mailto:skreid%40ucdavis.edu?subject=Newsletter%20contact
http://ucanr.org/sites/sjcoeh

