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Growing Water Smart is a set of techniques and principles that any home gardener can 
integrate into their growing practices to minimize the water footprint of their garden. By selecting 
just a few of these techniques, gardeners can improve the health of their garden, and reduce 
time and money spent on irrigation.

1. IRRIGATE WISELY
Time your garden irrigation for the morning or evening to minimize loss due to 
evapotranspiration. Monitor weekly rainfall with a simple rain gauge, and check soil moisture 
with your hands to determine when your crops are thirsty. Over-watering can be just as 
detrimental to your plants’ health as under-watering. 

2. GROW NATIVE PLANTS
Native plants are naturally adapted to thrive in the climate you are growing in. Integrating them 
into your garden can reduces how often you need to water.

3. AND….STRATEGICALLY PLACE WATER INTENSIVE CROPS
Certain plants like water more than others, but growing water smart does not mean eliminating 
them from your garden all together. Instead, try planting water loving plants in lower, naturally
wetter areas of your garden.

4. USE SURFACE MULCH
Mulch (in the form of cardboard or wood chips) is one of the best things you can do to help 
retain soil moisture, as it prevents evaporation from the soil surface and helps prevent water-
hogging weeds from setting up camp in your garden. Using a coarse mulch allows water to 
move down into the soil.

5. INSTALL A RAIN BARREL
Rain barrels that catch water from gutters or other surfaces are a great way to take advantage 
of water that would otherwise become runoff. They are simple, easy to install and come in many 
shapes and sizes. Some even come with hoses for easy watering.

6. CHOOSE POTS WISELY
Metal pots heat up faster and draw moisture out of the soil. Unglazed ceramic or terra cotta pots 
are porous and loose moisture easily. Glazed pots hold soil moisture longer meaning less 
watering (and work). If you love a particular pot but it is not water smart, try placing a small 
plastic pot inside the decorative pot to help the soil retain as much moisture as possible.

7. MULCH AROUND TREES
Mulch around trees to reduce runoff and allow moisture to soak slowly into the soil around the 
roots. However, be careful not to “volcano mulch” and make sure that the base of the tree 
remains exposed.

8. MAKE COMPOST
Compost repurposes food waste (which contributes to a great deal of water waste nationally), 
builds up your soil structure, retains moisture, and saves money spent on store-bought fertilizer.



9. SAVE COOKING WATER
Don't pour that pasta water down the drain! Unsalted water used to boil things like pasta and 
vegetables can be used to water your garden. Simply strain it into a container, let it cool and use 
next time your potted plants look a little thirsty. You can also save water from your freshwater 
fish tank!

10. DON'T OVER-FERTILIZE
Overusing fertilizer can lead to nutrient pollution in the waterways, and increased growth rates 
can mean a higher water dependency for your garden. If you need to fertilize, use the minimal 
amount needed for a healthy garden.


