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Xeriscape Landscaping

Planning Your Own Xeriscape Garden

A water conservation Garden saves money 
and conserves a valuable resource. 
 
Saving money is important to all of us. That’s why United Water started a  
water conservation program that promotes both saving money and  
conserving our most precious natural resource — water. Although our  
area averages 43 inches of rainfall each year, it does not always come  
in uniform fashion. As a result, up to 50% of the water used by homeowners  
during the growing season is used for landscape maintenance. 

Xeriscape gardening is an integral part of our water conservation program. Derived from the 
Greek word ‘xeros’, meaning dry, Xeriscaping is the creative establishment of a garden that 
uses less water than a traditional garden. This is done by selecting plants that are drought 
tolerant and using horticultural techniques to make the best use of water. Homeowners can 
easily reduce their outdoor water use while creating a colorful, natural garden that tends to be 
low in maintenance. 

Seven Basic Steps to Creating Your Own Water Conservation Garden

PLANNING & DESIGN. Take time to plan your future garden. Items you should consider 
include: soil and light conditions, drainage, plants to retain, maintenance level desired, 
family interests and plant or color preferences and your budget. 

SOIL IMPROVEMENTS. If your yard is sloped, use terraces and retaining walls to reduce 
water run-off. Before planting your garden be sure to mix compost or peat moss into the 
soil. This organic matter will help the soil retain water. 

PRACTICAL LAWNS. Limit the amount of area you devote to lawn. Plant ground-covers 
and add hard surface areas such as patios, decks or walkways. When replanting lawn 
areas, use drought tolerant seed mixes. 

PLANT SELECTION. There’s a wide variety of low water use trees, shrubs, flowers and 
groundcovers that can be used to plant your garden. Many of them require watering only 
in their first or second year of establishment. 

EFFICIENT IRRIGATION. For those areas that need it, install drip or trickle irrigation 
systems. These are designed to use water efficiently and are available from local garden 
centers. 

EFFECTIVE USE OF MULCHES. Use mulches such as shredded bark, shredded leaves, 
pine needles or gravel, in a layer three inches deep, to keep the soil moist, smother weeds 
and prevent erosion. 

MAINTENANCE IS ESSENTIAL. Properly timed pruning, fertilization, pest control and 
weeding will preserve your landscape’s beauty.
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For more information on Xeriscape
landscaping contact:

Cornell Cooperative Extension
Rockland County
845-429-7099

Rutgers Cooperative Extension
732-349-1245
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The following items are essential elements to consider when you are planning your Xeriscape Garden

GETTING STARTED

Decide upon a budget that 
is comfortable for you.

If it is not imperative to complete the garden
immediately, many people use a phased-in
design approach, adding portions of the 
garden or expensive features such as a pool 
when they can afford them.

Assessing your local site.

What is the terrain? Is it level or hilly? How is
the drainage in your planned garden area?
What is the soil like? Sandy, clay-like or 
loam? What is its pH? All of these factors will 
play a role in plant selection.

Draw a map to scale showing existing 
boundaries, buildings, hard surfaces, utilities 
and plants that you wish to retain
in your garden.

Are there any special views you might frame
with plantings or otherwise take advantage 
of? What are the views you care about most 
from inside your house? Can you locate your 
garden where you can enjoy it from indoors 
as well as outdoors? Are there other views 
you would prefer to screen?

What is your lifestyle?

Make sure the garden you design meets the 
needs of you and your family. What types of 
outdoor activities do you enjoy? Do you plan 
to entertain often and perhaps need a large 
deck? Designate certain areas of your property 
for particular activities; entertaining, sunning or 
recreation. Children and pets are an additional 
area of concern when siting your garden 
and selecting plants. Don’t forget to include 
functional areas for firewood storage, trash 
cans and a compost pile. Check to see that 
placement of various features does not impede 
likely traffic patterns.

Optimum maintenance level.

Do you like to garden and are you willing to 
consider a moderate level of yard maintenance 
or would you prefer to do the least amount 
possible to maintain an attractive yard? Be 
realistic and create the kind of landscape you 
can enjoy in the future.

Planting design.

The style of your garden can be either formal 
and traditional, or have a more casual, natural 
feeling. Symmetrical, tightly pruned plantings 
demonstrate the formal style. In general, 
Xeriscaping lends itself to a more asymmetric, 
casual style of planting which is also lower in 
maintenance.

Select plants for your landscape using a variety
of factors:

• �hardiness regarding minimum winter 
temperatures

• suitability to soil type and wetness of soil

• size at maturity

• resistance to disease and insect problems

• bloom time and flower color

• appearance of foliage throughout season

Planting in zones.

As you select plants for your landscape, try to 
group them in zones according to the amount of 
water they need. In order for plants to be healthy, 
they should be situated with other plants that 
have roughly the same water needs. A cactus 
should not be planted next to a water-loving rose. 

Lawn areas should be watered separately 
from the shrub borders. Using this 
technique you can have a landscape that is 
water efficient, but still incorporates some 
plants with higher water requirements.

Very low water zone.

In this zone, water is only used at the time 
of initial planting. Once plants in this zone 
are established, very little or no additional 
water is required. Since it is difficult to 
water plants far away from the house, you 
may want to locate these plants closer to 
your home.

Moderate water zone.

In this zone, water is only used at the time 
of initial planting. Once plants in this zone 
are established, very little or no additional 
water is required. Since it is difficult to 
water plants far away from the house, you 
may want to locate these plants closer to 
your home.

A special garden.
Your garden will be something you 
are proud of. Its beauty will be shared 
with your friends and neighbors. 
Involve others in your neighborhood in 
conserving water, trading plants and ideas. 
Xeriscape gardening provides us with 
a special opportunity to be responsible 
conservationists while performing an 
activity that brings beauty to our lives.




