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How to Landscape to Save Water

W atering trees, proper pruning, and responsible 
pest control have long been among the basic tenets 
of good urban forestry. But with the demand 

for water soaring and supplies shrinking, it is essential 
that property owners and municipalities find new ways to 
conserve water while at the same time maintaining healthy 
trees and other vegetation.

“Water, water everywhere,” wrote the poet Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. In fact, 70 percent of the world’s surface is covered 
with it. “But not a drop to drink,” he continued.

While our current situation is not quite that dire, it is 
worth noting that only about 1 percent of all Earth’s water is 
fresh water. Much of it is also unevenly distributed to places 
like the Rocky Mountains or Great Lakes. Add our growing 
population, industry’s insatiable appetite, recurring droughts, 
receding water tables, pollution, and global climate change, 
and the message should be clear that water conservation is 
now more important than ever.
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An excellent opportunity for conserving water is right in 
everyone’s backyards. During the summer months, outdoor 
water commonly accounts for 40-60 percent of residential 
water consumption in the western United States and as much 
as 80 percent on hot, dry days. In the East, the statistics can be 
just as dramatic when the rains stop and summer days heat up.

With so much water being used on lawns, gardens, and 
shade trees, landscape watering becomes an obvious target 
for saving water. The good news is that there are proven ways 
to conserve water without turning the yard into a concrete 
slab. It can be done through the purposeful selection of 
trees, shrubs, and flowers, careful design or the modification 
of existing landscaping, and the installation of water-saving 
irrigation devices.

For the home, business, church, school, or other private 
or public place, the suggestions in this bulletin can save 40 
percent or more of the water you are now using to beautify 
your home and community.

Good intentions sometimes end up going to extremes. 
Landscaping to save water is a good example. Owners of some 
homes and businesses turn their landscapes into pavement or 
barren rockscapes. Others let the turf burn out and vegetation 
wither from lack of care. Water conservation does not mean 
non-use. Through careful plant selection and occasional 
watering as needed, the best of both worlds is possible —
reduced water use and enhanced beauty. An example of this 
can be seen in the xeriscape garden shown below. Greens, 
yellow, pinks, and white brighten the landscape throughout 
summer with water being applied only occasionally.

In all cases, the benefits that come from plants should 
be weighed against the savings that might come from zero 
watering. Beauty and air quality contribute enough social and 
economic benefits to always ensure a place for plants in our 
urban environments.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ...
For sources of current information about saving water 

through the wise use of landscaping, please visit  
arborday.org/bulletins. Additional copies of this and other 
bulletins can be purchased with the order form on this 
page or by going to the shopping site at arborday.org.

Landscaping to save water does not mean the exclusion of plant life or the 
complete lack of watering to supplement rain. Shown here is the wide variety 
of plants that brighten the landscape in an area of low-water use at the 
University of Idaho Arboretum and Botanical Garden. The arboretum’s website 
includes 13 pages of plants suitable for xeriscape gardens in the region.

THE TREE CITY USA PROGRAM IS SPONSORED BY THE 
Arbor Day Foundation in cooperation with the U.S. 
Forest Service and National Association of State 
Foresters. To achieve the national recognition of being 
named as a Tree City USA, a town or city must meet  
four standards:

Standard 1:  A Tree Board or Department
Standard 2:  A Tree Care Ordinance
Standard 3:  A Community Forestry Program with an   
 Annual Budget of at Least $2 Per Capita
Standard 4: An Arbor Day Observance and Proclamation

Each recognized community receives a Tree City USA 
flag, plaque, and community entrance signs. Towns and 
cities of every size can qualify. Tree City USA application 
forms are available from your state forester, the Arbor  
Day Foundation at arborday.org/treecity, or your state 
forestry agency.
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