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Between climate change and watering restrictions waterwise gardening is 
becoming more popular.  Waterwise gardening is making informed decisions on 
water usage based on climate, seasonal watering restrictions and/or water 
availability, and personal environmental watering goals. 

The first step of waterwise gardening is to set a personal water usage goal.  Then 
review your garden for exposure to sun and shade as well as wind, and natural soil 
moisture levels.  Once you have done that you can work with the given zones and 
plant accordingly.  You can change the landscape to retain moisture, plant shade 
trees, hedges and windbreaks to reduce water loss.  Review the soil structure, 
which may vary in different parts of your garden, then amend it based on its 
requirements.  It may need to be amended with organic matter to help retain 
moisture.  Deep cultivation promotes deep rooting.  



 Traditional lawns are very thirsty and require high maintenance, so carefully 
consider the percent of your garden you want to assign to lawn.  Alternatively,  go 
with a more drought tolerant seed mix.  A healthy well-maintained lawn is more 
drought tolerant. Irrigate lawns wisely, less frequently, but deeply, twice a week 
should be enough.   An alternative is not to water it and let your lawn turn a golden 
brown in the summer - it's not dead, it's dormant and will green up surprisingly 
quickly when you get some rain.   

 

If you are going to irrigate be wise about it and go with low volume drip irrigation.  
Regular sprinklers are only 65% effective, as 35% is lost to evaporation or run off.  
Low volume drip irrigation is 95% effective due to water being delivered directly 
to where it's required.  Use of irrigation timers or computers can be handy where 
you have watering restrictions that happen at inconvenient times, like early in the 
morning or late in the evening, also solves the problem of getting some one to 
water for you when you are on vacation .  Also, it is recommended to have an 
irrigation timer that has an incorporated rain sensor.  Water butts or barrels can be 
placed on downspouts to collect water during rainy spells. 

Your planting plan should first consider big trees and shrubs which can offer shade 
and act as a windbreak.  Then you should group plants with similar watering 
requirements into specific zones.  This can either be done using your natural 
watering zones in your garden, or you can create your own water needs groupings.  
Within those groupings consider complimentary plant groupings, for colour and 
contrast.   

Drought tolerant plants do need watering until they are established.  For best 
results plant in spring or fall when there is enough natural moisture and 
temperatures are not too extreme.  Keep all plants adequately watered until well 
established.  Depending on the plant this may take anywhere from several months 
to several years.   

Once planting is done it is a good time to lay down low volume drip irrigation, 
which can now be covered in mulch.  Mulch is a very important part of waterwise 
gardening as it reduces water evaporation from the soil surface and also suppresses 
water thirsty weeds.   A three inch layer of mulch is ideal and if it is an organic 



mulch that decomposes it should be topped up each year with an inch of fresh 
mulch.  Inorganic mulches can look good but be aware that they usually absorb a 
lot of heat and are not as effective at reducing moisture loss as organic mulches.  
Please be careful to avoid choking newly planted plants with mulch.  Mulch should 
be tapered down towards the crown of the plant. 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommended Books 

Waterwise Gardening   Ian Cook    New 
Holland 

Burpee Waterwise Garden  Lauren Springer   Prentice 
Hall 

Waterwise Gardening   Sunset Editors    Sun 
Set Books 

Gardening the Mediterranean Way Heidi Gildemeister   Harry N. 
Abrams 

High and Dry    Robert Nold    Timber 
Press 

The Dry Garden Handbook  Oliver Filippi   
 Thames & Hudson 

Xeriscape Plant Guide   Denver Water   
 Fulcrum Publishing 

Xeriscape Handbook   Gayle Weinstine   Fulcrum 
Publications 



Xeriscaping    Mark Rumary    Sterling 

 

Useful Websites 

www.metrovancouver.org/about/publications/Publications/WaterwiseGa
rdening.pdf 

htp://vancouver.ca/parks/parks/vandusen/website/conservation/waterwis
e.htm 

htp://www.leps.bc.ca/programs/demonstraton-garden/waterwise-
gardening 

 

Other resources 

Ecolawn Seed from Western Seed & Erosion Ltd. Langley, B.C. (604) 
595-2456 

Low volume drip lines, timers & everything Irrigation from Southern 
Drip Irigation. Chilliwack, B.C. (604) 792-0041 

 

 


