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Drought and Water
Conservation

A famous quote goes, “the West grows
where the water flows.” The sweeping
ground water laws enacted by the Arizona
legislature in the late 1970’s forced com-
munities to examine the ways water was
used in our homes and businesses and to
look for ways to conserve this precious
and critical natural resource. Since the
mid 1980’s landscape professionals
(landscape architects, growers, contrac-
tors, and water conservation officials)
have worked to develop educational mate-
rials, new technologies, native plant pal-
lets and new methods for planting and
irrigation. Part of this effort has been
driven by a genuine desire to create a
sense of place in desert communities, to
develop a landscape aesthetic that reflects
and compliments the beauty of the sur-
rounding desert. Another motivator was
the specter of significant water shortages
and the potential economic consequences
of a catastrophic drought.

In the last few years some communities
in central Arizona have gradually moved
away from desert themed landscapes in
favor of a more ornamental, “California”
style palette for their streetscapes and mu-
nicipal plantings. It is not clear what mo-
tivated this change, perhaps distinctive-
ness from surrounding communities or a
lack of appreciation for the development
of a regional, desert landscape style. In
either event these changes have occurred
during the longest drought the southwest-
ern United States has undergone since the
dust bowl era of the 1920 and 30’s.

The term “drought tolerant” has been used
to describe a wide assortment of trees and
shrubs, yet few, other then those indige-
nous to desert habitats, have been truly
tested. Drought tolerant has always been
a descriptive term more than a technical
or scientific one and has generally been
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used to describe plant materials that toler-
ate desert conditions with moderate irriga-
tion. In the years immediately following
the implementation of stringent water
conservation measures, Tucson residents
learned first hand how quickly and se-
verely landscape planting could be ad-
versely affected by “drought.” Criteria
used to develop the various regional and
state wide “approved” tree and shrub lists
assumed that the species were drought
tolerant based on their historic use in the
landscape with little scientific data and,
with the exception of desert natives, lim-
ited field or observational data under real
drought conditions.

In the Spring 2004 issue of The Plant
Press Nancy Morin writes in her article
titled, “The Implications of a Long-term
Drought on Arizona Flora,” that the last
200 years in the American Southwest
have been uncharacteristically wet, espe-
cially the last 20. By contrast, she reports
that based on tree ring data from Northern
Arizona, 2002 was the driest year in 1700
years. This research found the southwest
has experienced dry periods lasting for 20
years and within these dry periods are
sporadic wet interludes. From a historical
prospective, it is believed that drought
contributed to the demise of the Casa

Grande/Hohokam cultures in the 1400’s
and prior to that the “Great Drought”
which began in the late 1200’s lasted
nearly a century.

While landscape architecture is a unique
combination of fine art, design, horticul-
ture and construction, the business of or-
namental horticulture, including land-
scape design, is ultimately a service in-
dustry. Clients, whether commercial, resi-
dential or municipal, exert enormous in-
fluence over the final composition of the
landscape. If landscapes are to be a proud
legacy of the builders, designers, contrac-
tors and their communities they must be
durable and retain their beauty and vitality
in what can be, at times, an extremely
harsh environment.

Desert dwellers have always understood
aridity, the natural and often severe heat
and dryness associated with their sur-
roundings. Less appreciated is the fact
that, even in these austere conditions, sig-
nificant and protracted drought can and
will occur. In the decades since the Ari-
zona Ground Water laws were enacted,
Arizona’s professional horticulture com-
munity has worked diligently and made
great strides in the effort to conserve wa-
ter use in our landscape. Depending on
who is doing the reporting, we are now in
either the 7™ or 9™ year of a region-wide
drought. If a sense of complacency or
indifference has crept into our view of
water conservation in the landscape it has
come at the worst possible time.

Southwestern communities have enjoyed
the opportunity of celebrating their desert
settings by fostering and creating land-
scape designs that reflect a uniquely beau-
tiful and genuine sense of place. These
landscapes can either be a testament to
our wisdom and stewardship of a precious
resource in a harsh and challenging envi-
ronment or an indication of our failure to
plan.
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