
How to Have a
Healthy Garden
During a Drought

For anyone living in Central
Florida the past few years, it
should be evident that we are in

the fourth year of a drought. The Orlando
area received twenty-eight inches of rain
last year, almost twenty inches below
normal. The aquifer (an underground
river running approximately 300 feet
deep) which supplies water to most of
Central Florida
has fallen as much
as seven feet in
some areas. Many
municipalities are
considering or have
already enacted
water restrictions,
especially for
watering lawns.
The water supply
and use of water
will continue to be
an issue. All long-
range weather predictions forecast
another dry spring and summer. Each
year more and more people move to the
area needing water for their new lawns
and shrubs that
further tax the water
supply.

How does this
affect the homeowner
with a lawn and land-
scape to maintain? It
means better water
management; when
to water and how
much, exchanging some of those water
gulping plants for drought tolerant ones

and using mulches to
help keep the moisture
in the soil.

The best time to
water is in the early
morning preferably just
before the sun comes up
and before 9:00 A.M.
Watering should be done
deeply and infrequently.
Roots need to grow out
into the soil and search
for water. Beside the
fact that it wastes water,
watering every day is
not beneficial to the

plants. Shallow watering
encourages roots to grow
near the surface making
them susceptible to heat
stress. One inch of water a
week applied all at once or
in two different waterings
should be sufficient to keep
plants healthy. In order to
measure the amount of
water being put out set a
tuna fish or cat food can out
in the yard and when there
is an inch of water in it you
have put enough water on

your plants. In the winter, when tem-
peratures are cool and days are cloudy,
once a week watering is sufficient.

There are many types of irrigation
systems. Some of the best systems that

maximize water use
with less waste than
overhead systems are
the drip irrigation
systems. One system
has perforated holes in
lengths of hose that is
laid on the ground near
the plants and then
covered with mulch.
The water seeps out of
the tiny pores in the
hose and by capillary
action waters the plants.
Because the hose is
under the mulch very

little evaporation occurs and the plants
get the maximum benefit. Another type
of underground system is actually put in
the soil about six inches. Along the
length of the pipe are emitter holes that
exude water to the plants’ roots. The
pipe can be purchased with the emitter
holes at the distances that relate to the
distances the plants are planted so water
is not wasted. Both of the above drip
systems can be installed with a time clock.

One of the alternatives to watering
often is to
eliminate some
of the plants
that have high
water require-
ments and
change them
over with
drought
tolerant plants.
Most of the native
plants have good drought tolerance. The
accompanying chart is not all-inclusive.
There are many more drought tolerant
plants – you just need to do some
research before you plant. 

Obviously, if you have an established
yard with lots of azaleas, roses, bananas,

Other websites to see:

http://www.cnn.com/interactive/specials/0006/drought.
tolerance/frameset.exclude.html

http://www.webcoast.com/xeriscape/
http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/extension/xeriscape/

xeriscape.html
http://www.txinfinet.com/sourcebook/xeriscape.html
http://sjr.state.fl.us/info/xeriscape

Dwarf Pampas Grass

Crepe Myrtle

American Beauty Bush



DROUGHT TOLERANT PLANTS FOR LANDSCAPES

RECOMMENDED PLANTS REPLACES

TREES

Cordia boisseri Texas Wild Olive Cornus florida Dogwood
Quercus virginiana Live Oak (Native) Platanus occidentalis Sycamore
Caesalpinia pterocarpum

Yellow Poinciana Magnolia virginiana Sweetbay
Liquidamber styraciflua

Sweet Gum (Native) Acer rubrum Red Maple
Erythrina crista-galli Coral Tree Liriodendron tulipifera Tulip Tree
Tabebuia spp. Trumpet Tree Gordonia lasianthus Loblolly bay
Ulmus alata Winged Elm (Native) Betula nigra River Birch
Ilex opaca American Holly (Native) Ilex latifolia Lusterleaf Holly
Pinus ellioti Slash Pine (Native)
Sabal palmetto  Cabbage Palm (Native)

SHRUBS

Ilex vomitoria Yaupon Holly (Native) Ilex crenata Japanese Holly
Myrica cerifera Wax Myrtle (Native) Ligustrum lucidum Glossy Privet
Parkinsonia aculeate Jerusalem Thorn Dombeya spp. Tropical Snowball
Lagerstroemia indica Crepe Myrtle Hibiscus spp. Hibiscus
Raphiolepsis indica Indian Hawthorne Rhododendron spp. Azaleas
Callicarpa americana

Beautyberry (Native) Gardenia jasminoides Cape Jasmine

PERENNIALS/ GROUND COVERS

Turnera subulata White Alder Cuphea spp. Cigar Plant
Russelia equisetiformis Firecracker Plant Euphorbia pulcherrima Poinsettia
Allamanda nerifolia Shrub allamanda Hydrangea spp. Hydrangea
Cortaderia selloana ‘Pumila’ Pampas Grass Dietes vegeta African Iris
Cycads of all Types Ferns of all types

fruit trees, you just can’t rip them up all
at once and replace them with more
drought tolerant plants. One thing to
think about is putting down a thick layer
(2 - 3") of mulch that will keep the soil
moist while also keeping the weeds down.
One of the best mulches to use is pine
straw. You can rake it up from under your
pine trees or buy it baled like hay from
several suppliers in the area. Put it down
at least two inches thick, and it will not
only help hold moisture in but add
organic matter to the soil as it
deteriorates. Pine straw will only last
about three months, sometimes possibly
four, so it will need to be applied often.

One thing to be aware of in using
mulches is that some of them mat down,
such as cypress, thus making an
impermeable barrier so water does not
reach the roots of the plants. If the mulch
is pulled back it is quickly evident by the
dry condition of the soil underneath.
Another type of mulch that can be used is
pine bark. It comes in various sizes and
the larger sized barks will last longer,
usually well over a year. Leaves can be
used as mulch, but you need to watch
what types you use. Large leaves such as
maple or sycamore tend to mat down and
compact so water does not get into the

soil. Some of the pine bark mulches do
this also so it is important not to
put too thick a layer of mulch
and to rake through it once in
awhile to break layers up. Some
landscapers advocate a fabric
called landscape fabric that keeps
the weeds down while also keeping the

soil moist, but if you use this material
you will also need to mulch
over it. The UV light will break
down the fabric very quickly if
it is exposed. Just a note of
warning about cypress mulch.
It is made from existing cypress 
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forests thus depleting the
forests and hurting our
natural resources. 

When re-landscaping
your yard to make it
more drought-tolerant, be
aware that there are many
trees and shrubs that are
on the Florida invasive
plant list. These are plants
that have been introduced
into the landscape and
become such good
growers that they have
taken over from the
native plants. Birds and
wind spread the seed to
all areas, and the result is whole areas
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Note
Community Service Workers

(CSW) are individuals who have
committed minor offenses and are
required by the Courts to perform
tasks for the community.

Leu Gardens accepts CSWs to
help maintain the Gardens.  By doing
so, we assure our members and visi-
tors that CSWs are always under
supervision of the Garden Staff.

that used to
have native
trees are now
filled with
invasive
varieties.
Many invasive
plants are still
being sold.
For more
information
on invasive
exotic plants
visit the
Florida EPPC
web site:

http//www.fleppc.org. 

– Helen BeVier


