
 

Over 50 percent of the average home’s wa-
ter use goes to irrigating lawns and land-
scaping. With some planning, xeriscaping 
can reduce the water used for landscaping 
and potentially increase property values. 

What is Xeriscaping?  
“Xeri” means “dry.” A xeriscaped landscape 
design aims to use less water than a tradi-
tional yard.  Xeriscapes can look many dif-
ferent ways.  They can mimic a dry desert-
like environment, or be lush, colorful, and 
diverse gardens that still conserve water.  
These beautiful yards are the result of ap-
plying seven principles. Note that these are 
principles, not steps to be taken in a par-
ticular order.  

Principle 1 – Plan and Design 
Many of us gardeners are tinkerers — try this 
plant here, move this plant over there… The 
results may be beautiful, but may not con-
serve water! A good garden plan will mini-
mize water use and maximize color and form 
through each season. 

The first step is to make a skeleton map of 
the area to be landscaped. (See Making a 
Site Plan for your Property on page 36).  
Next, consider how you use each area.  Fi-
nally, begin placing plants on your skeleton 
map. Group plants according to their light 
needs and water requirements. Plants that 
need lots of water should not be placed near 
plants that prefer or tolerate dry conditions 
because water is wasted when watering a 
plant that does not require it.  From a de-
sign perspective, taller plants should be in 
the back and shorter plants in the front. Be 
as specific as possible when recording the 
type and number of each plant on your map. 
Remember to give each plant room to grow. 

Principle 2: Create Practical Turf 
Xeriscaping does NOT mean that you cannot 
have lawn in your yard. In the interest of 
saving water and minimizing labor and gas 
use, xeriscaped yards have smaller, well-

placed, practical areas of turf that beautify 
the landscape and allow the family and their 
pets to enjoy the area.   

For example, consider shady lawn areas in 
your yard — would shade-loving plants per-
form better, use less irrigation water and 
improve texture and color? Could you use 
stepping stones and steppable vegetation in 
the walkway instead of lawn? Could the bor-
der between the street and sidewalk be 
planted in drought-tolerant, colorful plants 
that your neighbors would enjoy? Could 
steep hillsides be covered in bushes and 
flowers that would attract native pollinators 
and birds instead of your lawnmower every 
weekend?  Speaking of lawnmowers, you 
may want to look into the “no-mow” turf 
varieties that are now available. Always 
choose the variety of turf that suits your 
needs but requires the fewest inputs in 
terms of water, mowing (think air-quality), 
fertilizers, and pesticides. 

Principle 3: Group Similar Plants  
There are many plants that will do well in 
our climate with just a little supplemental 
irrigation. Many natives may be able to go 
all summer without irrigation at all! It is im-
portant to put these plants in the right place 
and to group like plants together.  

Within your yard there are many microcli-
mates — areas that differ in terms of light, 
soil, and natural moisture levels. Similarly, 
plants have different requirements for light, 
soil, and water. Put plants where they will 
be happiest! For example, put plants that 
have higher water needs next to down-
spouts, in low-lying areas, or areas that 
don’t drain as quickly. Put plants that prefer 
sunlight and dry conditions on south or west 
exposures.  

Principle 4: Improve the Soil 
In Jackson County, where many of us strug-
gle with clay, it may take some work to pro-
vide good soils. Although many of us curse 
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the clay, it has benefits too. Clay soils tend 
to hold moisture longer than sandy or silty 
soils. Clay is slow to absorb water so be 
careful to irrigate correctly.  Amending the 
soil with organic matter will do wonders. 
Good amendments include composted ma-
nure and general mixed compost.  However, 
if using native plants, research their fertility 
preference; many native plants do better in 
low fertility, even clay, soils.  Try planting 
in the fall to give drought tolerant plants a 
chance to establish before the heat of sum-
mer. Plan to water native plantings for the 
first 2-3 years, until they are established. 

Principle 5: Mulch 
In a xeriscape garden, mulch is essential for 
keeping the soil and roots cool, reducing 
how much water plants lose through 
evapotranspiration. Mulch helps prevent 
weeds and, because it covers the soil, it 
also helps prevent erosion.  

Principle 6: Efficient Irrigation 
All this planning would go to waste without 
an appropriate irrigation system! Although 
this step can take some time, and may in-
volve some expense, it will save you hours 
of labor and countless gallons of water if 
done correctly. To minimize your water use: 

Water in the morning or evening when the wind 
is still and evaporation rates are lowest. Keep 
the water as close to the ground as possible. Use 
drip, micro-sprays, bubblers, or emitters to de-
liver water. When sprinklers are necessary, use 
sprinklers that keep the water close to the 
ground, and use rotary (side-to-side) or station-
ary sprinkler heads. 
Inspect the irrigation system regularly for leaks, 
broken emitters, or sprinklers that aren’t ad-
justed properly. 
Change your irrigation schedule with the 
weather. Generally, you should do this at least 
once a month. Turn off your irrigation if a storm 
moves in, and don’t turn it back on until plants 
need to be watered. 

Principle 7: Maintain the Landscape 
Although planning will reduce the amount of 
labor required in your yard, regular mainte-
nance will keep it looking its best! Weeding 
is important. At least seasonally, you will 
need to trim shrubs and trees, deadhead 
perennials, maintain any turf areas, etc. 
Most shrubs need to be pruned in winter to 
early spring. Deadheading prevents seed-
lings, improves the appearance of the yard, 
and can encourage repeat blooms. Remem-
ber, some plants will provide food for native 
insects and birds if left without pruning.   
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Before and After examples of a xeriscaped yard. 

Getting Local: 

For tips on xeriscaping contact the 
JSWCD or your local nursery.  The 
Medford Water Commission provides 
sprinkler system analyses for the 
Medford area, and is available at: 
www.medfordwater.org 
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