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eriscaping is a landscape design and gardening technique aimed at significantly 

reducing or eliminating the need for irrigation water. It is mainly encouraged in areas 

where freshwater resources are limited, irregular, or unavailable, and it is gradually gaining 

popularity in other regions as access to irrigation water becomes increasingly restricted. 

Although often associated with dry and arid climates, xeriscaping is not confined to such 

environments and can serve as a sustainable alternative to conventional gardening practices. 

In different regions, this approach is also referred to as water-efficient landscaping, drought-

resistant landscaping, or smart scaping. The fundamental concept of xeriscaping emphasizes 

the careful selection of plant species whose natural water requirements are well suited to local 

climatic conditions, along with management practices that minimize water loss through 

evaporation and surface runoff. The specific plant species used in xeriscaping vary according 

to regional climate, as this method can be effectively applied in xeric, mesic, and hydric 

environments. Xeriscaping differs from natural landscaping because its primary focus is 

water conservation rather than the exclusive use of native plant species. Landscapes 

developed through xeriscaping require low maintenance and minimal irrigation while 

supporting biodiversity and ecological balance. However, due to societal perceptions and 

limited understanding of landscape ecology, xeriscaping has often been viewed negatively by 

the public, with the common misconception that such landscapes consist only of unattractive 

expanses of cactus and gravel. Studies have shown that improved awareness of water 

conservation practices and the environmental benefits of xeriscaping can significantly 

enhance public perception and acceptance of this sustainable landscaping approach. 

 

Principles 

Originally developed by Denver Water, the seven principles of xeriscaping have gradually 

evolved into simple, practical, and regionally adaptable guidelines for designing landscapes 

that require minimal water use. These principles are applicable across diverse geographic 
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regions and provide a structured framework for developing water-efficient landscapes suited 

to local environmental conditions. 

1) Planning and design: The first step involves preparing a scaled layout that identifies key 

landscape components such as impermeable surfaces, existing vegetation, and other 

permanent features. After establishing a base map of the site, a conceptual layout (often in 

the form of a bubble diagram) is created to indicate areas designated for lawns, perennial 

planting zones, visual corridors, screening elements, slopes, and other functional spaces. 

Once this stage is complete, a detailed planting plan is prepared, grouping plants into 

appropriate water-use zones to ensure efficient water management. 

2) Soil amendment: The majority of plants respond positively to the incorporation of 

organic matter such as compost, which enhances the soil’s capacity to retain moisture. 

However, certain arid-region plant species perform better in coarse or gravelly soils rather 

than heavily amended soils. Either the plant selection should match existing soil 

conditions, or the soil should be modified to meet the needs of the selected plants. Since 

soil quality plays a fundamental role in plant growth and health, this step is critical and 

should not be neglected or underestimated. 

3) Efficient irrigation: Xeriscaped areas can be watered effectively using manual methods 

or automated irrigation systems. During the design phase, it is recommended that lawn 

areas be separated into distinct irrigation zones from other vegetation, and that suitable 

irrigation techniques be applied according to the needs of each zone. For turfgrass, gear-

driven rotors or rotary spray nozzles with larger droplets and low spray angles are 

preferred to reduce wind drift. In contrast, drip irrigation lines or bubbler emitters are 

more efficient for supplying water to trees, shrubs, flowers, and ground covers. When 

irrigating manually, oscillating sprinklers and devices that disperse fine mist or spray 

water high into the air should be avoided. The most water-efficient systems deliver larger 

droplets close to the soil surface. Deep and infrequent watering is essential to promote 

strong root development and healthy plant growth while minimizing evaporative losses, 

and irrigation during daytime hours should be avoided. The installation of automatic 

irrigation systems is strongly recommended, along with monthly adjustments to 

controllers based on seasonal weather changes. Additionally, the use of rain sensors is 

advised to automatically shut off irrigation during rainfall events. 

4) Appropriate plant and zone selection: Landscape areas often differ in micro-

environmental conditions such as daily sunlight exposure (because of buildings or trees), 

wind movement, and soil moisture levels. To reduce unnecessary water loss, plants with 

similar water and light requirements should be grouped together and positioned in 

locations that naturally meet those needs. For instance, plants with moderate water 

demand should be placed in shaded zones, low-lying drainage areas, or near roof 

downspouts where moisture is naturally higher. Turfgrass generally consumes the highest 

amount of water, whereas shrub and perennial beds typically require nearly half the water 

used by turf. Incorporating plant species with varying heights, colors, and textures not 

only enhances visual appeal but also supports ecological diversity. 

5) Mulch: Mulching plays a vital role in maintaining soil moisture by keeping root zones 

cool, preventing surface crust formation, reducing evaporation losses, and suppressing 

weed growth. Organic mulches such as bark chips, pole peelings, or wood shavings 

should be applied at a depth of approximately 2 to 4 inches to encourage healthy root 

development. Fiber-based mulches form an interlocking layer that offers greater 

resistance to displacement by wind or rainfall. Inorganic mulches like gravel or stones 

should be spread about 2 to 3 inches deep. However, excessive use of rock mulch around 

plants can increase heat absorption and raise soil temperature, so its application should be 

limited in xeriscaped areas. 

6) Limited turf areas: Since turfgrass has the highest water requirement among landscape 

elements, it is essential to minimize its coverage and select grass species suited to the 

local climate. Warm-season native grasses developed for lawns, such as buffalo grass and 
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blue grama, can survive on nearly one-fourth of the water required by traditional 

bluegrass lawns. These grasses remain green mainly from June to September and may 

become dormant during colder periods. Cool-season grasses like bluegrass and tall fescue 

are most vigorous during spring and autumn but often enter dormancy during intense 

summer heat. Improved cultivars of bluegrass and tall fescue, such as Reveille, can 

reduce water use by at least 30 percent compared to conventional bluegrass. Fine fescues 

also offer significant water savings and are best suited for shaded or low-traffic areas. 

7) Maintenance: Although xeriscaped landscapes are designed to be low-input, they still 

require routine maintenance throughout the year. Turf areas benefit from aeration during 

spring and fall, along with fertilization at intervals of 6 to 8 weeks. Grass should be 

mowed to a height of about 3 inches using a mulching mower, allowing clippings to 

remain on the lawn. Trees, shrubs, and perennial plants require occasional pruning to 

remove dead growth, encourage flowering, and regulate size and spread. To promote 

sustainable practices and minimize waste, pruned plant material can be shredded and 

reused in composting systems rather than being discarded in landfills. 

 

Conclusion 

Xeriscaping is an environmentally responsible landscaping method grounded in science that 

addresses the urgent challenge of limited water availability. It involves thoughtful design of 

outdoor spaces by integrating site analysis, improving soil conditions, using water‑saving 

irrigation systems, choosing plants wisely based on their water needs, applying mulch, 

reducing lawn areas, and maintaining the landscape properly. Through these combined 

practices, xeriscaping dramatically cuts down on water use while retaining visual appeal and 

ecological balance. This method helps preserve valuable freshwater supplies, enhances soil 

health, supports a diverse range of plant and animal life, and reduces long‑term upkeep and 

resource inputs. Although some people mistakenly view xeriscaped yards as unattractive, 

outreach and education have shown that these landscapes can be beautiful as well as 

eco‑friendly. Ultimately, xeriscaping offers a flexible, cost‑effective, and climate‑adaptable 

solution for sustainable outdoor design in varied environmental settings. 
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