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COPING WITH DROUGHT

A Plan of Action to Save Your Landscape

by

Doreen G. Howard


Scorching skies bring no rain for weeks on end, and your yard is in trouble.  The grass is browning, the trees are drooping and flower and vegetable beds are fading fast.    Drought has set in, and weather forecasters give no hope for rainfall in the near future.  To top it off, water is rationed.  What is a gardener to do?  Stand by and watch everything shrivel and die?  No.  It’s time to set priorities.  You can save what is valuable, aid other struggling plants and compost or harvest what is left.  Here is how to do it.

Identify Your Assets


If your lawn is composed of cool season grasses such as Kentucky bluegrass or fescue, you can quit watering the turf and let it go brown or dormant.  It will survive in several months without any water.  Even St. Augustine and Bermuda, grasses for warmer climates, will go dormant.  Be sure to keep traffic over the turf to a minimum.  Dormant grass can be damaged by heavy foot traffic. When rain does come, lawns will regenerate from root systems. 

Some trees and shrubs that were planted more than two years ago can go without water, too.   Barberry, buddleia, boxwood, junipers, spirea, Bradford pear, green ash, Leyland cypress, white pine, hackberry, hawthorn, black oak, bur oak and chinkapin oak will tolerate not being watered if they are heavily mulched.  But, they will need extra care such as deep watering and fertilizer when water is no longer rationed, as will the lawn.


If you have worked organic materials such as compost and peat into soil, your plants can get by with less water.  The humus-rich earth acts as a reservoir, storing moisture.  Three to four inches of mulch help plants retain water, too.  Add more mulch to thin spots, and mulch any bed or tree base that is bare.  Drip watering systems also help, delivering precious water directly to plant roots.  If you don’t have a drip system, invest in soaker hoses and bury them under the mulch in beds.  And, finally, if you planted drought-tolerant flowers such as baptista, coneflowers and butterfly weed, don’t worry about watering them on a regular basis.  They’ll survive the summer with little or no water. 

Set Priorities


Make the most of the water you have available by deciding what is valuable in your yard and what is expendable.  Turf and most ornamentals are replaceable, but 100-year-old trees or rare plants like weeping conifers and yellow peonies are not.  Water them first.  Try to give them an inch of water weekly.  A soaker hose spread around the tree base is the most efficient way to water, but a lawn sprinkle set to cover the root zone of the tree will also do the job.  Smaller plants can be watered with a trickling hose at their base.  Let the water run until soil is wet 6-8 inches under the surface; that is the measure of an inch of water.  To determine if the inch has been delivered to plant roots, take a sharp stick, poke it into the wet ground and then measure the length of the damp area on the stick with a ruler.   

Fruit trees, grapes and blueberries are the next priority.  It takes several years for these fruits to reach bearing size, and they are worth saving.   Apple trees can get by with no water after the first six weeks of foliage growth and still produce fruit.  “The apples will be sweeter than normal.” Ed Fackler, commercial apple grower in Indiana says.  “Next year’s fruit crop will be reduced, though.”  Raspberries and blackberries also can do with little or no water.  But, plums, pears, peaches, apricots, and especially blueberries need an inch of water weekly.  Grapevines can go without water from mid-summer to when their fruit is ripe.  Grapes, too, will be sweeter with no water.  But, the vines need an inch of water weekly earlier in the season and one deep watering after fruit is picked, says Lon Rombough, grape breeder and author of  “Grapes for the Millions,” (Chelsea Green, Spring 2001).  “Mulch can greatly reduce water stress and even reduce the need for water by allowing the soil to dry more gradually, so the vine adapts,” Rombough adds.

Perennials with shallow root systems such as astilbe, hostas, columbine and monarda need water regularly, although mulch will help decrease the amount they need to survive.   Try to give plants an inch of water every couple of weeks.  You may lose some, but many will surprise you, says Ellen Talmage, a commercial perennial grower in Riverhead, New York.  “Astilbe and other shallow-rooted perennials, she explains, “will try again the following growing season. ”   Talmage suggests cutting back drought-stricken perennials (1/2 the length of the stem) so that emerging side shoots will have some shade.  Save your water for the new shoots.

Don’t waste water on large beds of annuals.  They are big water users and can be replaced cheaply.  Pot a few up in a container to enjoy on the doorstep, and water them regularly with dish water or even stale water from the dog’s or cat’s bowl.  Some annuals will hang on despite drought.  Celosia, cleome, gaillardia, lantana, portulaca, salvia, statice, verbena, vinca and even petunias may persevere, especially if thickly mulched. 

Saving Vegetables


If vegetable plants are established and blooming or tassling when drought hits, it’s worth watering them to get a harvest.  Tomatoes, peppers, beans, winter squash and corn need an inch of water weekly while they are setting their fruits.  Afterwards, they can do with an inch of water every two to three weeks if well-mulched.  Water stress, in fact, increase sugars and gives tomatoes, peppers, beans and corn better flavor.  Winter squash, too, is sweeter and meatier when stressed.  The fruits may be smaller than normal, though.


Unless crops such as peas, lettuce, cucumber, eggplant and summer squash are near harvest stage pull them out of the garden and compost them.  All are water hogs that need continually moist soil.  If these crops are nearing harvest stage, shade them with a cardboard lean-to or shade cloth to reduce water stress.  Pick them at the baby stage.  At least you’ll get a small harvest of intensely flavored mini-veggies.  Forget about celery.  Without continual moisture, it turns bitter and stringy.  Carrots and beets fork and become pithy when water-stressed.  Harvest them at baby stage and compost older ones.


Potatoes, beans and peas (dried varieties), popcorn and cabbage can do without regular watering.  Potatoes and cabbage do need thick layers of mulch, though.  Melon vines need an inch of water weekly while actively growing.  When melons are set and putting on size, water can be withheld.  The melons will be sweeter, but probably smaller.  Ignore perennial vegetables like asparagus and rhubarb.  Do mulch them heavily, though. 


Droughts don’t last forever; the rains will eventually return.  Perennials and turf, especially, regenerate fast from hardy root systems when moisture is available.  So water what you can and mulch everything well to save as much of your yard as possible.  Better days are coming when everything will be green and blooming again.
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Five Extra Water Sources

Consider using the following sources for watering your garden.  

Household gray water—water from dishes, baths, the washing machine.  Either haul  water outside in buckets or siphon it with a garden hose.  Be sure to use only low- or no-phosphate detergents if recycling these sources.

Dinner table waste—half-drunk glasses of water will keep a perennial or two going.  You can even pour leftover coffee and tea on acid-loving plants such as roses.

Drip water from dehumidifiers and window air conditioning units—put a big pot under the drain in these units.

Pet water dishes—don’t dump stale water, pour it on a plant.

Rain barrels—place a big container or barrel under gutter downspouts to catch rain from stray showers.
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