
Over the past several years, 
advances in irrigation technology 
have given us a number of innovative 
products designed to save water. In 
our experience the most effective 
method for conserving water is to 
follow a plan that incorporates several 
components. It’s a multifaceted 
approach and success depends on a 
knowledgeable professional. 

Landscape Management 
Action P lan

“Landscape management” 
means utilizing a qualified landscape 
professional to assist you in 
evaluating the landscape in terms 
of areas to completely eliminate 
or cut back irrigation, or to make 
recommendations for plant removals/
replacements. Below are some of 
the most important components 
community managers should 
consider:

Replace annual color with lower 

water use natives or perennials. 
Natives and perennials often require 
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less maintenance than some annual flowers. Once established, these 
types of plants usually require less water than annuals and often have 
fewer pest problems.

Convert turf grass to drought tolerant planting material, natives or 

just mulch. Mulch, for example, adds beauty and uniformity to the 
landscape. It conserves water by helping the soil hold in moisture, 
meaning your plants will be healthier because they will have greater 
root mass. Soil compaction will also be minimized. Tree service mulch 
is the most cost effective, as it is usually free. You only need to pay for 
the cost of spreading it. A three to five inch layer of mulch can reduce 
soil water evaporation by 70% compared to bare soil.

Make aeration a priority. Plants need good, loose soil structure 
in order to grow. If your soil is compacted there is less pore space 
for water and nutrients to penetrate. When water is blocked from 
penetrating the soil, you have runoff. Aeration enables the root zone 
to receive oxygen, water and nutrients. 

Mow turf at higher levels. Taller grass will hold more water and shade 
the root zone. Longer leaf blades will also encourage deeper, more 
efficient roots.

Organic products save water and improve soil. The ideal soil in a 
water-conserving landscape does two things: it drains quickly and 
stores water. This is achieved by increasing the amount of organic 
material in your soil. Healthy soil is a combination of organic matter, 
microorganisms, worms, insects, mites, fungi and other living things.

The organic approach is better in the long term because synthetic 
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fertilizers contain mineral salts that plant roots can absorb quickly. 
They are detrimental because salts build up and eventually become 
toxic and erode the soil’s living organisms. Once soil structure 
declines, its water-holding capacity diminishes. 

Irr igation System Eff iciency
According to Sunset Magazine, overwatering is the cause of 80% 

of plant problems.
Ensuring irrigation efficiency is a critical step in water 

management. Just this action alone can save you a bundle (one HOA 
client of ours saved more than 50% off their water bill!).

Your landscaper should follow these tips to improve the efficiency 
of your water delivery system. The goal is to determine how much of 
your irrigation water is getting to the plant root. If it is not within a 
range of 75%, you have some work to do.

Check for leaks and repair them. Many sites have breaks or leaks that 
are undetected because the system is not checked regularly.  

Convert spray irrigation to drip for more efficiency. Drip irrigation 
is an efficient water delivery system for many plants because the 
water is applied at the root zone. It eliminates overspray and 
can greatly reduce runoff. To be effective, however, 
requires proper management 
practices, design and 
installation.

Upgrade spray to high efficiency nozzles. 

These nozzles apply water more slowly and 
uniformly than conventional sprays and 
rotors. These nozzles are more resistant to 
wind, less likely to mist and significantly 
reduce run-off on to streets and sidewalks. 

Install rain sensors. These will 
automatically interrupt your system when 
they sense rain.

Weather Based Irr igation 
C ontr o l lers

Once your irrigation system is 
operating efficiently, more savings can be 
achieved by installing smart controllers. 

Continued on page 30
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They utilize weather and site conditions to automatically adjust 
water application.

Like the practices described above, this system’s success is 
dependent upon a knowledgeable operator who knows horticulture 
and water management. It will need regular monitoring by your 
water manager in order to work effectively.

The investment is anywhere from $1,000-$2,000, plus the 
cost of installation. Multiple studies show that when managed 
effectively, smart controllers can save 10-50% water. Our findings 
report it takes two years at the most to recoup the investment in 
this system.

There are a plethora of options now including stand-alone 
controllers, add-on and plug-in devices. Add-on or plug-in devices 
are lower cost and connect to existing controllers. 

A Case Study 
The Garden/Garden 2013 study is a demonstration project that 

compares two adjacent front yards in the city of Santa Monica. One 
yard – the Native Garden – was planted with sustainability in mind, 
featuring drought resistant plant material, no turf, a drip irrigation 
system and smart irrigation controller. The other yard – dubbed 
the Traditional Garden – was comprised of 70% turf and flowering 
annuals (i.e., water loving plants). 

Each garden was of comparable size. Data such as water use, 
labor and waste production were recorded. The results were striking:

On average, the sustainable garden uses 83% less water, 
generates 56% less waste and requires 68% less maintenance – all 
substantial figures that community associations can learn from 
when considering their landscape management plan.  

Suzanne Harris is the Sales & Marketing Manager for Gardeners’ Guild, Inc. 
in Richmond, CA.
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24 HOUR EMERGENCY SERVICE

• Water Heaters - Gas and Electric

• Back Flow Testing

• Electronic Leak Detection and
   Slab Leak Repairs

• Video Sewer Inspections

• Sewer Jetting and 
   Area Drain Maintenance

• Trenchless Sewer Repair
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