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Water is increasingly scarce across the western United States, and outdoor irrigation is often the 
largest contributor to household water use. However, removing plants entirely is not the solution. 
Healthy landscapes provide numerous ecosystem services, including cooling urban areas, 
improving air quality, and enhancing overall well-being. E@ective water conservation is not only 
about how much water is applied during the week, but also how often and how long irrigation 
systems are operated throughout the year. The following twelve strategies are presented in 
approximate order of cost, beginning with those that require little more than awareness and time. 

 
 

1) Irrigate infrequently. Many landscapes are watered far more often than necessary, especially 
after plants become established. While newly installed landscapes may require frequent 
watering, mature lawns can often go two to three days between irrigations in the summer. 
Trees and shrubs, with deeper root systems, can typically go even longer. Visual cues, such as 
a dull gray color and footprints remaining in lawn grass, can help determine when irrigation is 
truly needed. Additionally, irrigation systems are often turned on too early in the spring and left 
running too late in the fall, unnecessarily extending the irrigation season and increasing total 
annual water use.  
 

2) Irrigate deeply. Shallow watering 
promotes shallow root systems and 
ineDicient water use. Instead, apply 
enough water to penetrate deeply into the 
soil profile. During peak summer 
conditions, this may mean applying 
roughly one-half of an inch per irrigation 
event. If water begins to run oD before 
soaking in, splitting the application into 
two shorter cycles can improve infiltration 
and reduce waste. 
 

3) Irrigate at the right time. Early morning watering is ideal because temperatures are lower, 
winds are calmer, and evaporation losses are minimized. Midday watering is ineDicient due to 
heat and wind, while nighttime irrigation can increase the risk of plant disease and make it 
harder to detect system leaks or malfunctions. 



4) Stress the plants. Allowing plants to experience mild water stress early in the season can 
encourage deeper rooting and improved drought tolerance. After testing irrigation systems in 

the spring, delay routine irrigation until plants begin to 
show signs of mild stress. Stress is identified easily in 
grass, but is more diDicult to detect in other plants, 
which can often go twice as long or more between 
irrigations. Repeat this process to promote stronger 
root development. Keep in mind that drying patterns 
are often variable across a landscape—areas in full 
sun may dry more quickly than shaded spots—so 
some locations may require occasional spot watering 
before others. Following this process can greatly 
reduce or even eliminate the need for irrigation in the 
spring, resulting in significant water savings.  

 
5) Mow for depth. For most lawn grasses, mowing 

height is directly related to root depth and water 
eDiciency. Maintaining grass at a height of about two 
to three inches encourages deeper roots and reduces 
water demand. Most lawns can be mowed about 
once per week during periods of active growth. Avoid 
removing more than one-third of the leaf blade at a 
time, as excessive cutting can temporarily halt root 
growth. 
 

6) Fertilize appropriately. Healthy plants use water more eDiciently, with under- or over-
fertilization being harmful. Fertilizer application should be based on a soil test. Particular 
attention should be on nitrogen management. For most ornamental landscape areas, about 1 

pound of nitrogen per 1,000 square 
feet in the spring is suDicient, while 
lawns typically require about 3 pounds 
per year. Trees and shrubs often 
require even less once mature, 
whereas non-legume vegetables and 
fruits may require 4-5 pounds 
annually. It is beneficial to apply 50–
75% of nitrogen in a slow-release form 
or split applications over time. For 
cool-season lawns, about 1/3 of the 
nitrogen should be applied in the 
spring and most or all of the remainder 
should be applied in the fall to 
promote root growth rather than 
excessive shoot growth. 



 
 

7) Aerate the soil. Compacted soils restrict root growth and 
reduce water infiltration, often leading to saturation and oxygen 
deficiency in the root zone. This results in shallow rooting and 
ineDicient water use. Tree roots can be especially problematic 
as the shallow roots can unevenly lift sidewalks, etc. In lawns, 
these conditions may also contribute to uneven or “bumpy” 
surfaces as earthworms remain near the surface. Practices 
such as minimizing traDic (especially on overly wet or dry soils), core aeration, and topdressing 
with clean sand can improve conditions and enhance water use eDiciency. 
 

8) System maintenance. Over time, systems can develop issues such as leaks, clogged nozzles, 
misaligned sprinkler heads, worn out components, pressure problems, and 
overgrown vegetation. These issues often lead homeowners to increase watering 
duration unnecessarily. Routine inspection and maintenance ensure that water is 
applied eDiciently and only where needed. 
 

9) Install a “smart controller”. These controllers automatically adjust watering 
schedules based on weather conditions and, with some, also soil moisture, 
helping prevent overwatering. Smart controllers are relatively low cost, easy 
to install, and can oDer substantial water savings (helping achieve items 1 
and 2 above). Because many homeowners apply significantly more water 
than necessary, these devices can quickly improve eDiciency and are often 
supported by local rebate programs. They can particularly useful for avoiding 
unnecessary irrigation during the shoulder seasons (spring and fall), when 
water demand is minimal.  
 

10) Reduce the grass. Lawns are typically the most water-intensive component of residential 
landscapes. While they provide important functional and aesthetic benefits, many properties 

have more lawn area than necessary. 
Reducing turf to only essential spaces and 
incorporating water-wise plantings can 
significantly decrease water use while 
maintaining property value and usability. 
Landscape architects can help design 
spaces that are both attractive and 
functional while conserving water, and free 
programs such as Localscapes 
(https://localscapes.jvwcd.gov/) can also 
provide valuable guidance. 
 

 



11) Water-wise plants. Choosing plant species and cultivars that are adapted to local climate 
conditions can greatly reduce irrigation needs. Some grass species and varieties require less 
water than others, and warm-season grasses may be better suited to hotter summer 
conditions in certain regions. There is also a wide range of water requirements among 
ornamental plants, with many attractive options that need minimal irrigation once established. 
Although most edible plants generally require more water, overall water use can still be 
reduced when homeowners grow some of their own food, potentially lowering the demand for 
irrigated crops that must also be transported from agricultural regions. 
 

12) Change the grass. Advances in turfgrass breeding have introduced options such as drought-
tolerant cultivars and cold-hardy warm-season grasses. Seed companies, state extension 
services, and other organizations can provide valuable information to help select species and 
cultivars that balance 
water conservation with 
other important 
considerations, such as 
disease resistance and 
overall performance. For 
example, hybrid 
bermudagrass can develop 
deep root systems and, in 
some cases, go several 
weeks between irrigations, 
making it an increasingly 
attractive option in 
appropriate climates. 

 
 

 
Together, these twelve strategies demonstrate that water conservation and functional landscapes 
are not mutually exclusive. By making thoughtful adjustments to irrigation practices, plant 
selection, and maintenance, homeowners can significantly reduce water use while maintaining 
healthy, functional, and attractive outdoor spaces. 
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