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Dear Mr. Greenjeans,
I know about reducing the amount of 

lawn in my garden but what are some 
other ways I can save water in my 
landscape? Please don’t tell me to plant 
cactus all over my yard.

Yours truly,
Over My Limit
Montecito

Dear Over My,
A lot of folks are wondering the same 

thing. Some ways to reduce the water 
used in your garden are as easy as 
repairing your leaky hoses. Other take 
a little more thought. I’ll start with the 
easy ones. 

• If your garden hoses are cracked or 
split, replace them. If they’re leaking at 
the ends because the threads are worn, 
buy those little plastic or metal hose-
end mender thingies and fix them. It 
only takes five minutes and a screw-
driver to do it.

• Set your irrigation timer to come 
on early in the morning so less water 
is lost to evaporation. No timer? Set 
lawn sprinklers out before the heat of 
the day.

• Cover all your beds with a thick 
blanket of mulch. Technically, mulch 
is any organic or inorganic material 
applied to the soil surface but I favor 
homemade or store-bought compost, 
forest humus, walk-on bark (not the 
clunky, chunky “patio” bark) or any 

other natural product that insulates the 
soil and conserves moisture. Many of 
these materials can be purchased less 
expensively in bulk rather than pre-
bagged. Agri-Turf Supply, All Around 
Irrigation, and ProGarden are just a 
few sources for this stuff in bulk.

• If you have a drip system, turn it 
on and check for little geysers caused 
by broken or absent emitters If there’s 
little or no pressure in the line, investi-
gate. It could be that a thirsty critter has 
chewed the end off of or there may be a 
large hole in the line.

• If you have emitters where there 
are no longer any plants, plug them 
with “goof” plugs (available at irriga-
tion and landscape supply stores).

• Turn your sprinklers on and check 
that heads: are not overshooting the 
lawn and watering the sidewalk, drive-
way or beds that are already being 
watered by other stations; are not dam-
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In the Garden 
with Mr. Greenjeans

 by Randy Arnowitz

Randy – Mr. Greenjeans – resides in a potting shed with 200 orchids and his gold-
en retriever “Peaches.” He enthusiastically welcomes your gardening questions; 
address them to greenjeansmr@verizon.net.

Succulents are more forgiving than annuals in a 
wall planter

Timers (and Timing) Are Everything
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aged from your mower; are set at the 
correct angle and not overshooting 
their intended targets; have enough 
pressure to pop-up to their maximum 
height. Oftentimes there are too many 
heads on one station and are not deliv-
ering “head to head” coverage due to 
lack of pressure.

• Replace thirsty plants, lawns, 
and groundcovers with drought-tol-
erant alternatives like salvia, laven-
der, rosemary, agave, aloe, dymondia 
and thyme. California natives such as 
lemonade berry, toyon, rockrose, man-
zanita and ceanothus are even more 
drought resistant.

• If you grow annuals and perenni-
als, limit them to beds close up to the 
house, entranceways, and areas readily 
visible from your living space. 

• Grow unusual succulents instead 
of flowers in containers. These guys 
look good with less attention and are 
more forgiving of a missed watering 
day. Terra Sol on Overpass Road in 
Goleta has lots of good ones.

•Properly set your irrigation timer 
so all zones, stations and programs 
reflect the appropriate needs of your 
landscape.

Programming your timer thought-
fully and efficiently is probably the 
single best way to cut down water use 
in your garden.

Dear Mr. Greenjeans,
I have an irrigation timer to run my 

watering system. Should I be messing 
with the thing or should I just leave it 
on the same settings all year? To tell 
you the truth, it’s a little tricky to oper-
ate.

Signed,
No Clue Lou
Summerland

Dear Lou,
Thanks for the question. First of all, 

your timer can run your irrigation sys-
tem – that is, turn it on and turn it off – 
but unless you program it sensibly with 
a little knowledge and understanding 
of your landscape, the thing can do as 
much harm as good. The timer is your 
friend. It’s there to help you. Make 
friends with it and learn how to oper-
ate it. Familiarize yourself with each 
zone or station and decide when and 
for how long each one should run. Your 
clock cannot make these decisions. It 
needs you for that.

I know this sounds like a tall order but 
the more time you put into doing your 
part, the more effectively the timer can 
perform its duties and the better your 

garden and landscape will do.
A few guidelines for programming 

your irrigation timer:
…Make up a “warm season” and a 

“cool season” schedule and keep it in 
a safe place. That way when it’s time 
to change the schedule back again you 
won’t have to guess how you had it set 
for the previous season.

… “Generally” (I’m generalizing here 
as specifics such as temperature, soil 

type and plant material vary drastically 
from garden to garden), lawns may 
need watering more frequently than 
say, beds that are sufficiently mulched. 
For example, in the summer if you live 
in a warm zone, (say above Mountain 
Drive) you may have your lawn and 
rose zones come on every other day or 
three times a week, while beds of well-
established shrubs or perennials would 
probably benefit from a once or twice 
per week soak. Again, different types 
of plants have very different water 
requirements and only you or a trusted 
professional can determine this.

…Try to encourage deep, thorough 
waterings rather than frequent ones 
of short duration. In other words, set-
ting the drip system on an established 
privet hedge for five minutes every day 
would not be a good thing. Instead, 
depending on how many emitters are 
on each plant, an hour or two every 
week or two might be a better way to 
go.

…Different types of sprinklers put 
out different amounts of water. If you 
have those pop-up type spray heads 
in your lawn you’ll notice that a lot of 
water comes out of them. Therefore, 
you would have them come on for a 
shorter time than say, the type of head 
that has a rotor that sends out fingers 
or streams of water. These have to be 
on quite a bit longer as they often cover 
a larger area but with less water.

…Be sure that watering zones are 
compatible. For example, you probably 
don’t want to have your thirsty calla 
lilies on the same station as your cactus 
and succulent garden. •MJ
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Rosemary in the garden takes almost no water... 
and you can cook with it
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