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Watering California 
Native Plants
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Native plants are different from exotics in a few respects. One of the major differences is in watering 
techniques. Most natives that are used in ornamental (garden) settings and are "tolerant of summer water" 
need to be watered only once a month during the dry season. That watering must leave the plants 
refreshed but not soaked so that their roots are shocked. It is a delicate balance and requires close 
observation to get this right. When a plant is new to your garden, spend time noticing the reaction to the 
water/soil combination. Look for signs of slow water absorption. It is more likely you will over-water rather 
than under-water. 

Some natives need a bit more moisture during the summer, including plants normally found near creeks 
and rivers, or in shady forest areas. These plants should do well if given two or three irrigations per month 
during the dry season. Look for signs that the plant is a bit wilted and use that as your signal to irrigate. 
Watch for the interval at which this occurs and then start to water just short of the wilting stage. 

Natives that "naturalize" will exist on annual rainfall alone after becoming established (six months to one 
year after planting) or having doubled in size. Recommended watering is based on well drained soil.

• In heavy clay soils it is even more important to have deep, infrequent watering. It takes longer to 
saturate a clay  soil, but the water will be retained longer. It may take all day to apply  the 
recommended amount of water to a clay soil.

• In sandy soil, the water is absorbed very quickly, and plants may need slightly  more frequent 
watering. Watch for even distribution in sandy soils.

The following application rates aid in determining how to water your soil. The rates given are for a slow 
application by hose of 1.5 gallons of water per minute. If runoff of water occurs, apply water more slowly.

! Clay! Loam! Sand
Trees and Shrubs:! 1 hr. 20 min.!                50 min.! 25 min.
Saturated to a depth of 6"
Beds:! 50 min.!                35 min.! 15 min.
Saturated to a depth of 2"

Thanks to Tree of Life Nursery, San Juan 
Capistrano, for the above information
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