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So What IS Sustainable Gardening? Part IT
by Dorothy M. Downing, Master Gardener

Sustainable gardening is a landscape that thrives with a minimum input of water, labor, fertilizer and
pesticides. Soil and Plant Selection was discussed last week.

Mulching. What is mulch? Mulching is the act of piling "things” on the soil surface. The “things" can be
organic (bark chips, nut shells, rice hulls, grass clippings, straw, cardboard, newspaper, coconut fiber,
compost or humus)."Things" can also be inorganic (crushed rock, pebbles, or plastic).

Why should we bother to mulch? Plants seem to grow without it. There are several reasons. The first
is o stop weeds from sprouting and competing with the new little flowers that you just planted.
Anytime you mix the soil up you may bring dormant weed seeds to the surface where they can sprout.
Adding a 2-4 inch layer of mulch makes it harder for the weeds to find the light of day and grow.

Next, mulching covers the soil so that it is protected from the sun and wind and will not dry out as fast.
Mulch regulates the soil moisture, which is important to new roots, especially on small plants from
6-packs or flats. Mulch helps keep water in the soil and available o the plant, rather than evaporating
into the air. This reduces the need to water as frequently. It also helps to moderate the soil
temperature extremes, prevents the formation of a crust on the soil, reduces dust and makes for a
finished look to the planted areas.

Another thing organic mulch does is break down and “feed” the soil. Organic mulches eventually
decompose and if we rototill them into the ground we are then "amending” the soil. Mixing organic
mulches or compost into the soil provides nutrients to the soil, which can help reduce or eliminate the
need for additional fertilizers.

Composting. Compost is yard waste or manure that has been allowed to partially decompose so that it
can be used as a soil amendment or plant mulch. Usually compost is mixed into the soil to improve
drainage, water holding capacity, and nutrient status of the soil, which serves as a food source for
beneficial microorganisms and plant roots.

Another kind of composting is vermiculture, or composting with worms. Earthworms contribute
significantly to soil health as they burrow through the soil and feed on organic matter and
microorganisms. As earthworms feed, smaller fragments of organic matter are mineralized by
microorganisms inside their gut and, upon excretion, become readily available to plants. Earthworms
continually excrete these castings throughout the soil. The castings rapidly stabilize and become
resistant to chemical and physical degradation. This benefits overall soil structure by helping to
prevent compaction. Castings also act as storage units for nutrients such as carbon and nitrogen.




Watering. Sustainable gardening uses water and other limited resources in moderation. Fescue lawns
can use 3 times more water as drought-tolerant species, so just reducing the size of your lawn will
conserve water. Some people are eliminating lawns entirely, which makes good sense if lawns are only
used for aesthetic purposes. We Californians chronically over-water our landscapes. To determine how
much water your lawn really needs, use the water calculator developed by UC found at:
www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/ TOOLS/TURF/MAINTAIN/irrsched.html.

Lawn Tools. Grass lawns need frequent maintenance to look their best. Gas-powered lawnmowers,
edgers, and blowers produce high amounts of noise and greenhouse gases, which contribute to noise and
air pollution. Replacing grass lawns with native wildflowers, bushes, and trees provides the food,
shelter, and cover that helps o maintain healthy, natural ecosystems and reduces time and labor spent
on the lawn!

Be sure to use low-volume irrigation where feasible, such as drip and micro sprinkler. Use a “"smart”
controller that uses weather or soil information to determine how much water to apply. The goals are
to use less water and to prevent runoff water from leaving your irrigated area and moving into the
storm water system. When you do water, make sure that the plants can benefit. Run your system long
and slow to saturate the soil just past the root zone. Then don't water again until the top several
inches of the soil is dry.

Integrated Pest Management. IPM is an ecosystem-based strategy to manage pests in an
environmentally responsible manner. It means selecting plants that are pest resistant, understanding
the lifecycle of the pest, and monitoring pest populations before over-reacting. It means using harsh
chemicals as a last resort, and being careful to not kill beneficial insects in the process.

Strategies to reduce pests include biological control (such as a lady beetle to reduce aphid populations),
cultural control (providing better air circulation to eliminate powdery mildew on roses), and lastly
chemical control. Pesticides should be used only after all other methods of control have failed.
Chemical control should start with the least toxic and most environmentally safe products first, such as
insecticidal soaps, baking soda and horticultural oils. Avoid using broad spectrum insecticides as they
kill the good insects along with the bad. Check out the Pest Notes for information about specific
weeds, insects, and diseases. Visit the MG website and click on UC Gardening and Pest Information.

So are you ready to start Sustainable Landscaping?
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