
How to Help Customers Understand Native and Drought Tolerant Gardening 

Regional water agencies are offering consumer incentives to replace turf with drought tolerant 
plants.  Local water agencies can help their customers choose what, when and how to replace their 
lawns with drought tolerant landscapes in a manner that increases the successful establishment of the 
new gardens while meeting customer satisfaction. This ensures that the water savings that come with 
the new drought tolerant landscape remain for years to come.  Customers should be aware that any 
successful landscape design takes time and careful planning and replacing water intensive plants and 
grass with native, drought-tolerant plants is no different.  

The Basics 

Despite what some may believe, the options for native and low-water use plants are abundant. 
Customers have thousands of drought tolerant and native plants and landscape styles to choose from.  
Over the long-term, drought tolerant and native plants can reduce not only water use but maintenance 
costs as well.  However, to get there, thought and work is involved.   

Choosing Carefully 

In determining what plants to use, customers should first consider shade conditions, geography 
and soil type.  Water districts and nurseries offer a variety of online and published guides to help 
customers choose the right plants based on the geographic characteristics of the home. Note that it is 
important to avoid planting invasive species which have the potential to degrade native habitat and 
increase the risk for flood and fire. The California Invasive Plant Council is a great place to learn more. 
 Customers should be encouraged to take a soil sample to their local nursery to determine if 
their property has clay soil that does not easily absorb water, sandy soil that lets water run through 
quickly, or loam (a mixture of clay and sand) which has better absorption.  This is an important factor to 
consider because, for some plants, wet or dry soil can promote rotting roots.  Secondly, customers 
should determine where plants will be placed on the property and look for plants that are suited to 
sunny or shady conditions.   Some plants prefer a mixture of sun and shade.   

The Ideal Season for Planting 

Fall is the best time to plant drought tolerant and native plants.  Late spring and summer planting in the 
San Gabriel Valley inhibits the establishment of strong roots.  In fact, many native and drought tolerant 
plants treat the summer as their dormant period and planting during this time increases the failure rate 
and the chance that they would be overtaken by heat.  Planting in the fall gives new plants the benefit of 
shorter days, cooler weather and, if we are lucky, rain which would help them become more established 
before the heat of the summer.  

Maintenance and Proper Watering 

Essential to a successful drought tolerant and native garden is proper maintenance.  This begins with a 
proper ground cover such as mulch to prevent weed growth that competes with the new plants for 
water.  Many landscapers recommend two to three inches of mulch.  Without mulch or other suitable 
groundcover, weeding may become a major chore.  Proper pruning early in a plant’s life will promote 

http://www.cal-ipc.org/


desired growth to suit the customer’s chosen landscape style.  Print and electronic guides (such as here 
and here) can help customers learn the right pruning techniques in order to prevent disease.  For many 
native plants, pruning is best done during the summer which is their dormant period.   

Making sure that new plants are properly watered in their first year or two is essential for the 
establishment of their roots.  Drought tolerant and native plants do best with deep watering so that the 
roots, in effect, “chase the water down.”  This is best accomplished with drip irrigation.  Once 
established, many drought tolerant and native plants cannot absorb water during the summer when 
they are dormant and thus water must be avoided in the summer.  This may cause fungal growth that 
can kill a plant.  The exception to this is irrigation for plants in their first to second year.    

Summary 

Drought tolerant and native plants, like all plants, require certain considerations for sunlight and 
watering. It is important to review each plant’s required maintenance before planting.  

Facts about Native Landscaping:   

1. Like all plants, drought tolerant native plants require water in their early lives. 
2. Too much water or water in the summer may kill a drought tolerant or native plant. 
3. Specific plants require specific conditions: dark, light, and soil type are all important conditions that 

will determine what type of native plants will be suitable for existing landscape. 
4. Invasive plants can transform the native ecosystem and increase the risk for flood and fire. Do your 

research to avoid invasive plants, drought tolerant or otherwise. 

Resources for Customers 

There are many resources that public and private water retailers can make available for customers 
interested in learning more about drought tolerant and native plants. You may consider setting up links 
to your website along the following banners: 

1. Learning the basics: Getting Started, Plant Selection, Irrigation, Maintenance.  
2. Tutorials: Landscape Design, Efficient Irrigation Systems, Plant Selection and Care.  
3. Online Classes  
4. Classes Near You 

From basic information to in-depth learning, additional resources can be found at: 
http://bewaterwise.com/training01.html or by calling the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California at (213) 217-6616. 

Turn-key Website Resources and Rebates 

San Gabriel Valley water agencies can contact the San Gabriel Valley Water Association to obtain a 
website widget that keeps the public apprised of weekly water conservation progress to protect the 
groundwater basin.  The widget, a code that you can copy and paste, can be embedded into your 
website by your IT or communications specialist.  

http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/landscape/proper-pruning-techniques/
http://www.hort.purdue.edu/ext/ho-4.pdf
http://bewaterwise.com/training01.html

