
Garden Notes from Farmer Carla	  

Conserving	  Water	  in	  the	  Garden	  
	  

As you probably know, the City of Northampton issued a Non-Essential Water Use Restriction on June 22nd, 
and even though the production of food is exempt from the restriction, there is much we can do as gardeners 
to help our community save water during this dry spell. Of course, managing our gardens for efficient water 
use has benefits beyond water conservation, too. Many water-saving practices also contribute to healthier soil 
in general, and to higher yields from our favorite crops. Here are a few of my favorite tips: 

1.  Make	  sure	  the	  garden	  has	  plenty	  of	  organic	  matter	  
Adding organic matter is like putting a sponge in our soil. It soaks up water and holds it in reserve so that 
when the plants need it they can reach out and take what they need. The down side of that sponge is that 
when it gets dry, it can be hard to wet it again.  If we put all our compost right on top of the soil surface, we 
may find that it dries out and gets crisp. When this happens, all the good micro-organisms that help to bind 
water to the bits of soil die, or, at best, go dormant. To avoid this, make sure you work your compost well 
into the top six inches of your garden beds. Then keep it moist as best you can. One of the best ways to do 
that is to mulch the garden well (see Tip #3, below). 

2.  Water	  the	  soil,	  not	  just	  the	  plants	  
Although this rule may seem counterintuitive, plants actually prefer to take their water from the soil particles 
rather than from soil gaps that are filled with free flowing water. This is because soil particles are tiny batteries 
that electromagnetically hold a concoction of chemical nutrients that the plants need to survive and thrive. 
Too much water, and you destroy those tiny aggregates and wash your nutrients away in free flowing water. 
Just enough water, and the aggregates have the magnetic glue they need to hold those nutrients in reserve for 
the plants to take whenever they feel hungry. 

Another reason to think about watering soil, instead of plants, has to do with that sponge metaphor again. 
Dry things suck up moisture through capillary action. When you apply water to just one spot (around a single 
plant, for example), all the neighboring dry particles suck that moisture away from the plant until it has 
equalized across the whole soil surface. That’s why when you water just around the plants, they seem to dry 
out so fast. But how can we water the whole soil surface and not waste water?  

3.  Keep	  your	  soil	  covered	  
The single most important step we can take to conserve water in our gardens is to keep our bed surfaces 
covered. A good gardener has a number of strategies in their arsenal to achieve this, and can choose the best 
one for any given situation. Here are some good ones to know about: 

1.   Space	  plants	  closely. Utilize the plant’s own leaf cover to keep the soil protected. If you want to 
use your plants as a living mulch, you need to space them so that when they are mature, their 
leaves will touch. Long ago, intensive gardeners learned that the best spacing pattern to achieve 
this is one of staggered rows planted in a solid block. Notice how the leaves in the illustration 
below cover the soil almost completely as the plants grow? 



 

2.   Provide	  “artificial”	  ground	  cover. Early in the season when plants are too small to provide their 
own cover, it can be helpful to provide a protective mulch. Straw is now available to purchase, 
and this is a great time to look around and see if you have bare spots that are chronically dry 
where a 2- to 3-inch layer of straw, dry grass, or leaves could help hold water in the soil. 

4.  Water	  deeply,	  with	  less	  frequency	  
When we visit our gardens every day and notice how dry the soil looks, it’s tempting to grab the watering can 
and give everything a little drink. But this habit can be counter-productive because when the soil is moist only 
on the surface, the plant roots will stay in that zone. Unfortunately, that’s a fragile zone where water is fickle. 
By watering deeply, less often, we can encourage our plants to grow deep roots, and establish themselves 
down where the moisture is going to be far more constant.  

The rule of thumb is to ensure our gardens get about one inch of water per week. If there is no rain, that 
must be supplied by hand watering. If the plants are well started, it is better to water about a half inch, twice a 
week.  How much is that? 

For	  a	  garden	  bed	  that	  is	  20-‐feet	  long	  and	  30-‐inches	  wide,	  	  
you	  would	  need	  to	  apply	  a	  little	  over	  6	  gallons	  	  

of	  water	  to	  equal	  ½-‐inch	  of	  rain.	  

5.  Water	  the	  root	  zone	  
Not all plants are capable of sending their roots deep into the soil. It is helpful to know a little about the root 
profiles that various plants have. Those with shallow root profiles (or immature plants of all kinds) need 
watering more often than those with deep root profiles. 



 

6.  Water	  in	  the	  evening	  
Last, but not least, we can conserve water by applying it when the risk of evaporation is low. Watering in the 
evening, instead of in the morning or during the day, gives the soil plenty of time to absorb the moisture 
before the sun hits it again. Also, plants pump more moisture through their roots and leaves at night, 
whereas, their leaf pores close up tight during the heat of the day to conserve water.  

One thing to be careful about, though, is that if we water too late in the evening, leaving the leaves wet 
through the night, we can encourage diseases that like moist conditions. The way to avoid this is to finish 
watering about an hour before sunset so that leaves can dry out before the temperature cools down. 

The	  best	  time	  to	  water	  is	  in	  the	  evening,	  about	  an	  hour	  before	  sunset.	  	  

Well, that’s it for this week. Hopefully, these tips will help you manage water in your garden more efficiently 
and with better results.  

May your garden prosper! 

--Farmer Carla 


