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Proper Watering Techniques for your Gardening Plants, Shrubs, Trees
One of the most commonly asked questions, especially during a time of hot temperatures and infrequent rains, is how long and how often should I 
water my plants?  Unfortunately, there is not one simple answer to this question.  The correct answer is that you want the soil to remain somewhat 
moist, like a damp paper towel, not crumbly dry and not dripping wet.  When watering, you want the plants to receive enough water to replenish 
the moisture throughout the plant into the root zone.  Your answer to the questions below will help determine what constitutes proper watering in 
your unique situation.

	 Are the plants in the sun or the shade?  If in the sun, is it morning sun or midday or afternoon sun?

	 Are the plants receiving reflected light and heat from structures, rock mulch, and paved surfaces?

	 What type of soil are they planted in - poor draining clay, fast draining sand, loamy, highly organic soil?

	 What type of watering systems are you using - in-ground irrigation set for the lawn; in-ground irrigation with appropriate heads for 	  
	 watering shrubs and perennials and on a separate zone from the lawn; overhead, oscillating sprinklers hooked to a hose; soaker  
	 or drip hoses; hand watering?

	 What type of plants - perennials, trees or shrubs; deciduous or evergreen?

	 When were they planted (this year, many years ago)?

	 Do you have mulch down - what type - bark, pine needles, rock, straw, compost?

The same plant in different conditions will require different watering practices.  You must tailor your watering to the conditions and the AND the 
plant. Obviously, a location that receives afternoon sun and wind (west side) will dry out faster then something that only receives morning sun or 
no sun.  Clay soil holds onto moisture and drains slowly.  Sandy soils drain quickly and do not hold onto moisture.  Loamy soils have high concentra-
tion of organic material in them, drain appropriately and stay moist longer.  If you are uncertain the type of soil you have, dig a hole and fill it with 
water.  If the water does not stay in the hole at all but drains almost as quickly as you fill it, you have sandy soil.  If the water stands for a long time 
in the hole, taking hours to over a day to drain, you have clay soil.  Amending clay or sandy soil annually with organic materials such as compost, 
peat moss, topsoil will help add nutrients as well as change its composition, over time, so it drains more appropriately.  Simply amending the hole 
you plant in does not make a significant enough change to dramatically affect watering technique.

The best way to determine when to water is by checking a few of the plants in each type of condition.  Push the mulch away from the base of the 
plant and dig down a few inches with a trowel.  If the soil is crumbly, you need to water.  If it is squishy no need to water for awhile.  If it is lightly 
moist, check again in a day or two.  You will find you need to water some areas in more frequently then other areas - as stated above, there is no 
“one answer fits all conditions”  in terms of watering.  Keep in mind too that if you have clay soil, even if the soil near the top of the plant feels 
dry,  the base of the plant may be very wet.  It would really help to test how quickly things drain in your yard and utilize that to help you determine 
the optimal watering schedule.

Plants benefit most from slow, deep watering.  This is most effectively achieved via soaker hoses or drip irrigation.  Overhead watering is less ef-
fective, can promote disease and fungal problems and wastes water.  On hot, windy days, you can lose over 50% of the water due to evaporation 
and runoff before it even gets to your plants.  In ground irrigation systems that are set to water your lawn are not appropriate to water, and the 
shrubs and trees usually do not get enough.  You run into similar problems with hand watering.  You are very likely not giving the trees and shrubs 
enough water.  If your only option is to water by hand, for trees and shrubs it is better to just place the hose at the base of the plant and turn the 
water down to a trickle, then leave it on each plant for 15-30 minutes ( depending on the type of soil you have).  That will allow the water to fully 
saturate the plant’s roots.  If you are using soaker hoses or a drip system, the type of soil you have will also be important in determining how long 
to leave them on.  If you have well draining soils, several hours is okay; for poorly draining soils 1 hour. If you are using overhead sprinklers, put 
them on for a set length of time (30 minutes or 1 hour) and check a few plants to determine how deeply watered they are.  Use this to set up an 
appropriate schedule.

Plants that are newly planted require more consistency in watering.  It takes about 3 years for perennials and most shrubs to get their mature size.  
It takes trees, depending on the species many years.  During the initial year(s), the plant is putting a lot of energy into root formation. In order to 
remain healthy and flourish, they need to be getting adequate water down to the roots.  Evergreens require watering until the ground freezes.  After 
the perennials have gone dormant and the leaves dropped off your deciduous trees and shrubs, you will still need to water evergreens.  If you have 
an in-ground system, have a plan in place to get water to your evergreens once the system has been shut off.  Because evergreens have needles, they 
lose moisture through them during the winter.  If they do not have an adequate store of water going in the winter, come spring, they will be dead.

Mulching your plants with bark, straws, compost products will help retain moisture and thus reduce the amount of watering you will need to do.


