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So What IS Sustainable Landscaping?
by Dorothy M. Downing, Master Gardener
Sustainable landscaping is gardening in an environmentally friendly way. It is a landscape that thrives
with a minimum of inputs including water, labor, fertilizer and pesticides. How you maintain your garden
or landscape can have important positive or negative effects on the quality of the soil, air, water and
vegetation that we all use. Here are some sustainable gardening practices that will help you conserve
and protect our natural resources.
Soil. Soil is one of the most important components of a sustainable garden. A desirable soil
characteristic is good drainage, which allows rainwater to penetrate and prevents excess runoff,
sedimentation, erosion, and flooding. Soils that drain well also help clean, store, and recharge
groundwater.
The type of soil you have ― sand, clay, or loam ― influences how fast water penetrates before running
off, how often plants need to be watered, and how much water is needed with each irrigation. Most
garden soils are a mixture of sand, clay and loam.
Adding organic soil amendments increases the nutrients and beneficial microorganisms and improves soil
structure. Soil amendments improve porosity in clay soils and improve water holding capacity in sandy
soils. When you add organic matter to the soil, be sure to work it into the entire garden bed, not just
the planting holes.
Mulching. What is mulch? Mulching is the act of piling “things” on the soil surface. The “things” can be
organic (bark chips, nut shells, rice hulls, grass clippings, straw, cardboard, newspaper, coconut fiber,
compost or humus). “Things” can also be inorganic (crushed rock, pebbles, or plastic).
Why should we bother to mulch? There are several reasons. The first is to stop weeds from sprouting
and competing with the new little flowers, veggies or herbs that you just planted. Adding a 2-4 inch
layer of mulch makes it harder for the weeds to find the light of day and grow.
Mulch regulates the soil moisture, which is important to new roots, especially on small plants from
6-packs or flats. Mulch helps keep water in the soil and available to the plant, rather than evaporating
into the air. This reduces the need to water as frequently. It also helps to moderate the soil
temperature extremes.
Organic mulch also breaks down and “feeds” the soil as it decomposes. Mixing organic mulches or
compost into the soil provides nutrients to the soil, which can help reduce or eliminate the need for
additional fertilizers.

Composting. Compost is yard waste or manure that has been allowed to partially decompose so that it
can be used as a soil amendment or plant mulch. Usually compost is mixed into the soil to improve
drainage, water holding capacity, and nutrient status of the soil, which serves as a food source for
beneficial microorganisms and plant roots.
Plants. The goal of sustainable landscaping is to create a garden that is well adapted to your site, so
select plants that are compatible with your garden’s soil type and climate zone (we are in a
Mediterranean climate - not temperate and not tropical).
Plants that are well-suited to our weather will look good with less water than poorly adapted plants.
Native plants generally require less fertilizer, less water, and less effort in pest control. They are
especially important to our native wildlife. There are also many non-native plants that are adapted and
suitable for our area.
Remember that even the most drought-tolerant plants require careful watering their first year or so.
They need time to establish roots. This is especially true of any plant placed in the ground in the
spring. One of the reasons fall planting is recommended is it gives the plant more time to get
established before experiencing the stress of a hot summer.
Watering. Sustainable landscaping uses water and other limited resources in moderation. Of the
common lawn species that are used in the valley and foothills, fescue lawns are more water demanding
than warm season lawns or other suitable groundcovers, particularly during hot summer months, so just
reducing the size of the lawn will conserve water. Some people are eliminating lawns entirely, which
makes good sense if lawns are only used for aesthetic purposes.
Be sure to use low-volume irrigation where feasible, such as drip and micro sprinkler. Use a “smart”
controller that uses weather or soil information to determine how much water to apply. The goals are
to use less water and to prevent runoff water from leaving your irrigated area and moving into the
storm water system. When you do water, make sure that the plants can benefit. Run your system long
and slow to saturate the soil just past the root zone. Then don’t water again until the top several
inches of the soil is dry.
Integrated Pest Management. IPM is an ecosystem-based strategy to manage pests in an
environmentally responsible manner. It means selecting plants that are pest resistant, understanding
the lifecycle of the pest, and monitoring pest populations before over-reacting. It means using harsh
chemicals as a last resort, and being careful to not kill beneficial insects in the process.
For more information on Sustainable Landscaping come to the Master Gardener’s “Gardening Central
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Valley Style” Landscape Seminar EXTRAVAGANZA on Saturday March 12th at the Visalia Convention
Center. Call our office or visit the MG Website for more information http://cetulare.ucdavis.edu.

