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Drought-proof Landscaping
Seven steps to a water-conserving xeriscape
Text and photos by June Flanagan

T

he unpredictable precipitation last summer helped
make “xeriscape” a buzzword among Alberta gardeners. If this term conjures up the image of a pea- gravel garden accented by prickly pear cacti, think again.
Such a barren scene would be best described as a “zeroscape,” a common mispronunciation of the word “xeriscape” (the correct pronunciation is zehr-i-scape).
In addition to being mispronounced, xeriscape is frequently misunderstood. A xeriscape is not an unwatered
landscape; it is a landscape that uses a small amount of
water efficiently. While the prefix “xeri” means “dry,” xeriscapes are not brown, bare or boring. They combine
colours and textures from a variety of drought-tolerant
flowers, grasses, vines, shrubs and trees to create a layered
and diverse landscape. Another misconception is that
unlike the typical North American yard—a lavishly carpeted, thirsty lawn dotted with a few shrubs or trees—
xeriscapes have no lawn. Small lawns are often included in
a xeriscape.
The term “xeriscape” was coined in 1981 by a water
conservation task force in Colorado. After a severe drought
desiccated much of the western United States in 1977, the
group was put together to create ideas for water-conserving landscaping. Since over 50 per cent of residential water
is poured on lawns and gardens, this seemed a logical

place to target a water conservation program.
The task force developed a set of recommendations, the
“Seven Principles of Xeriscape Landscaping.” The principles encourage a common sense approach to reducing
water use: design a water-conserving landscape, limit turf
areas, choose plants with low water requirements, improve
the soil with organic matter, use organic mulches, irrigate
efficiently and maintain the landscape properly. The group
demonstrated that through applying these principles, the
amount of water used in a typical garden could be reduced
by up to 70 per cent.
Although the xeriscape movement was inspired by
drought, water shortages are also caused by human water
use. South of the 55th parallel, water demand peaks in
summer months due to residential lawn watering.
Albertans can dramatically reduce the drain on their local
water resources by employing the seven xeriscape recommendations.
1. Design a water-conserving landscape
Group plants that require similar amounts of water
together by dividing the landscape in three sections: an
“oasis” zone, a moderate-water-use zone and a low- wateruse zone. The oasis zone around the house might include
bedding plants, a patch of turf or a cluster of planted con-

Left: Elegant white peacock orchids fill a mulched cedar planter surrounded by ‘Goldsturm’ black-eyed Susan, silver pussy-toes, ‘Praecox’ goldenrod, ‘Wichita
blue’ juniper and Nanking cherry in this Lethbridge landscape. Above: Spicy fragrance from a dwarf Korean lilac will perfume a xeriscape in spring.
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tainers. Next to the oasis zone, plant a perennial flower
border or a bed of shrubs that requires moderate amounts
of water. Beyond that middle zone, install only the toughest shrubs and trees.
In addition to water needs, consider the soil type and
amount of sun and wind in each zone. Plant trees and
large shrubs to provide shade and shelter so your outdoor
living space is an inviting, comfortable retreat.
2. Limit turf areas
Decide whether a lawn is necessary. Could your front lawn
be replaced with a path winding through a collage of
drought-tolerant groundcovers? If you plan to include
turf, determine how much is required. Grass is the biggest
water guzzler in most gardens, so less is better.
Although many grass species have been promoted as
alternatives to traditional turf species, there is no miracle
lawn. While these alternatives may be drought-tolerant,
they have a different texture from traditional lawns (such
as Kentucky bluegrass or fescue grasses). If you want the
familiar look and feel of lawn grass, you will likely be
more satisfied with a limited area of a traditional turf species, unless you are creating a bed of unclipped ornamental grasses or recreating a native grass prairie (the latter is
especially good for acreages).

Above: Low growing perennials such as snow-in-summer and pink yarrow are
accented by weathered wood in this rock garden. Below: Peonies are drought tolerant, long-lived, old-fashioned perennial flowers.
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3. Choose plants with low water
requirements
Experience the joy of abandoning a grass-based garden.
Choose a landscape theme—it could be an evergreen border, a shady woodland forest or a profusion of perennial
flowers—and seek out drought-tolerant plants that fit
both your site and the theme.
Alberta gardeners have an enormous palette of beautiful, drought-tolerant plants available to them. Many plants
that may be considered “old-fashioned” are excellent candidates for a xeriscape garden. Crabapples, lilacs, peonies,
irises, daylilies and poppies all require little water. Roses
are the most popular garden plant, and Canadian breeders
have given us dozens of drought-resistant shrub roses,
including those in the Explorer and Parkland series.
Think vertically. Many vines, such as clematis (especially the small-flowered species), hops and scarlet trumpet
honeysuckle, have low water requirements and will quickly cover a trellis to provide shade and privacy. Vine covered walls are also cooler than bare walls.
Evergreens (juniper, pine, spruce), succulents such as
sedum, silver-leafed plants and bulbs fit well in a xeriscape. Spring blooming bulbs avoid drought by emerging
and blooming early, when conditions are usually cool and
relatively moist. Some annuals, such as marigolds, zinnias
and moss roses, can get by on relatively small amounts of
water.
Native plants are obvious choices for any xeriscape.
They suit the environment and bring a regional identity to
the garden. Native prairie wildflowers such as blanket
flower, blue flax, and gayfeather have long been treasured,
and there are now several horticultural selections of these
species.

SomeRecommendedDrought-TolerantPlants
for an Alberta Xeriscape
Trees
(common name)

(scientific name)

Amur maple
Green ash

Acer ginnala
Fraxinus pennsylvanica
var. subintegerrima
Malus ‘Thunderchild’
Picea spp.
Pyrus ussuriensis
Quercus macrocarpa

‘Thunderchild’ crabapple
Spruce
Ussurian pear
Bur oak

Shrubs
Saskatoon
Amelanchier alnifolia
Juniper
Juniperus spp.
‘Waterton’ mock orange
Philadelphus lewisii
‘Waterton’ Mugo pine
Pinus mugo
‘Thérèse Bugnet’ rose
Rosa ‘Thérèse Bugnet’
‘Froebelii’ spirea
Spirea x bumalda ‘Froebelii’
Meyer lilac
Syringa meyeri
‘Bluebird’ clematis
‘Bluebird’ Hops
‘Dropmore Scarlet’
honeysuckle
‘Trumpet’ honeysuckle

Vines
Clematis macropetala
Humulus lupulus
Lonicera x brownii
Lonicera sempervirens

Above: Grape hyacinths burst forth reliably every spring. Mulches can unify the look
of a landscape, especially in newly planted areas. Below: Golden ‘Stella D’Oro’ daylilies bloom more than once during the season.

Perennials
‘Silver Mound’ artemisia Artemisia schmidtiana
‘Silver Mound’
Purple coneflower
Echinacea purpurea
Blanketflower
Gaillardia aristata
Iris
Iris spp.
Daylily
Hemerocallis spp.
Blazing star
Liatris punctata
Blue flax
Linum lewisii
Peony
Paeonia spp.
Poppy
Papaver spp.
Prairie cone-flower
Ratibida columnifera
Sedum
Sedum spp.
Creeping thyme
Thymus praecox
‘Purple Carpet’
Bachelor’s button
Cleome
Cosmos
Sunflower
Moss rose
Geranium
Flanders poppy

Annuals
Centaurea cyanus
Cleome hasslerana
Cosmos bipinnata
Helianthus annuus
Portulaca grandiflora
Pelargonium x spp.
Papaver rhoeas
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4. Improve the soil with organic matter
Before planting, improve your soil with organic matter
such as compost, peat moss or composted manure. Spread
a layer 8 to 10 centimetres deep, then incorporate it into
the soil without over-tilling. Organic matter will benefit
any type of Alberta soil, whether it is a heavy clay gumbo
or a sandy sieve. Remember that soil is disturbed when
houses are constructed, so even native plants need amended soil.
Designing a water-conserving landscape with drought-tolerant plants and reduced turf
is possible in a new garden,
but what can be done with an
existing landscape? Applying
xeriscape principles doesn’t
necessarily mean ripping up
the lawn and starting from
scratch. Mulching, efficient
irrigation and proper maintenance go a long way toward
turning off the tap.

6. Irrigate efficiently
Water before 10 a.m., when evaporation rates are lowest.
Lawns, annual flowerbeds and vegetable gardens require
about 2.5 to 3.5 cm of water once a week (depending on
weather). Time how long it takes your sprinkler system to
deliver that much water into containers placed in various
locations on your lawn, and water for only that amount of
time each week. Many soils cannot absorb water quickly. If
your sprinkler takes an hour to deliver the required water
to your lawn, turn it on for 20 minutes during each of 3
consecutive hours. Use a soaker hose to water the vegetable garden and flowerbeds.
Shrubs and trees can be
watered less often than lawns
and flowerbeds. Use drip
irrigation or fill a shallow
mulched basin out to the
edge of the leaf canopy of
each tree or shrub. Plant species, soil type and weather all
determine how often perennials, shrubs and trees need
to be watered.
All plants require extra
water in the first two years to
establish root systems. In
subsequent years, infrequent
deep irrigation encourages
healthy root growth.

5. Use organic mulches
Organic mulches such as compost, shredded bark or wood
chips are preferable to inorganic mulches like gravel.
Asphalt roads and cement
sidewalks absorb and reflect
7. Maintain the
heat, increasing neighbourlandscape properly
hood temperatures. Gravel and
Proper maintenance can
rock mulches compound the
reduce water needs. Aerate
effect, while organic mulches
the lawn each spring to
and plants do the opposite.
encourage healthy root
Rock mulches may be suitable
growth. Prune, fertilize and
in special situations such as
A landscape that uses water efficiently continues to
weed when appropriate.
Japanese or alpine gardens, or
enhance a property without suffering during drought or
in limited amounts, but organwater rationing.
ic mulches are preferable in
in alberta, where rain
most cases.
doesn’t fall in the right
Mulch trees, shrubs, perennials, vegetables, bedding
amount on the right place at the right time, a xeriscape
plants and containers. Mulches prevent water from evapocan be an outdoor property insurance policy. A water-effirating from the soil, and they moderate temperature so
cient landscape won’t suffer during drought or water
soil is not too hot in the summer and less prone to frostrationing.
heaving in the winter. Mulches can also unify the look of a
Water is a precious resource, and we are responsible for
landscape, especially in newly planted areas, and inhibit
how it is used in and around our homes. Practise the seven
seeds from germinating, so there’s less weeding to do.
principles of xeriscape in your garden, and save some
Mulches should be applied 7 to 10 cm deep. Because
water for the future. Make every drop count.
organic mulches decompose, slowly returning organic
June Flanagan is a Lethbridge horticulturist. She is co-author of The
matter to the soil, they should be topped up each year.
Prairie Gardener’s Sourcebook and is currently writing Native Plants
for Prairie Gardens.

Top left: Cheerful native prairie wildflowers like the yellow prairie cone-flower and black-eyed Susan, pink and white wild bergamot and fuchsia blazing star form
a great border along a sidewalk. Top right: Lovely pink ‘Thérèse Bugnet’ roses burst forth in a profusion in June. Bottom left: ‘Summer Pastels’ yarrow is a summer-blooming perennial with fern-like foliage. Bottom right: ‘Bluebird’ clematis blossoms cascade from a wall in spring.
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