Sustainable Gardening

By Alane O’Rielly Weber
What is a “Sustainable Garden”?  Well, let’s start at the very beginning, with the meaning of the word ‘sustainable’.   Webster’s dictionary describes the word sustain as being from the Latin, sustinere, which means to hold up.  In greater detail, it means to give support to;  to supply with sustenance;  to nourish;  to keep up or prolong, or supplying or being supplied with the necessaries of life, long life; and endurance. A Sustainable Garden is thus a garden planned, executed and maintained in a style or manner that supports and nurtures.  And, a garden built on sustainable principles not only supports and nurtures our own private properties, but also the local, natural, and human environments in which we and our gardens are embedded.  
A Sustainable Garden is planned with a mind towards, not only the immediate, but also the future impacts of our actions.  The acquisition of materials necessary for the execution and maintenance of a garden should be made with a thoughtful integrity towards their source impact.  There is a flaw in the thinking that only considers ones’ personal property, while the gravel, soil conditioner or mineral amendment being used may be responsible for the destruction of another ecosystem far away. ( Here, the importance of the modern anthem, “Think globally, act locally”, achieves its fullest impact.  Rather than the destruction of nature for the sake of our gardens, our gardens becomes a living and enduring entity, which support and sustain the natural world in which we all live. 
Sustainable Garden Design
There are many levels at which one can pursue the principles of sustainable gardening, from simple, least toxic IPM methods to examining the source impact and interplay of each element used in the design, execution and maintenance of a garden.  The more thoughtful attention paid to each garden element, from water use to plant selection, the more sustainable and self-supporting a garden can become.  And good, thoughtful design can weave those many individual elements into a contiguous, synergistic web of natural interplay, displaying the best characteristic of sustainability: the beauty and enduring enhancement of the natural world around your home, with lower maintenance and less expense. 

When designing a garden with sustainability in mind, one should imagine the garden as a whole and complete system, while at the same time, taking into consideration all its individual components.  The inputs and outputs of the design, the construction process, even the long term care and maintenance of a garden need to be scrutinized.  All the materials and labor that go into its design, construction, and the following day-to-day care and long term maintenance, are called the inputs.  The major inputs include: 1) hardscape features, such as drainage rock, stepping stones, fencing and other structures, such as gazeboes, trellises, or decking; 2) plant material; 3) irrigation systems; 4) soil amendments and fertilizers; and 5) human labor.   Prior to choosing, these items should be researched in order to account for the impact of their harvest at the source and their “embodied energy” during manufacture.(  There are a number of materials commonly used in gardens which cause ecological harm to the areas from which they are harvested. And, as Owen Dell, a well known sustainable
designer and lecturer, says, “Can you call your landscape sustainable if the materials that enhance it are causing ecological destruction elsewhere?”
 In order to achieve a truly sustainable design, the “outputs”, or the materials which come out of the garden, typically as waste products, including the efforts needed to manage and dispose of them, must be taken into consideration as well.  The most common and possibly problematic output of modern gardens is green waste.  There is a vast amount of green waste generated from poorly designed gardens(  and it accounts for roughly 20% of our landfill space. Even when this material is sent to a composting facility to be recycled, it still impacts our human environment negatively, causing increased waste disposal costs, countless man-hours of effort, and fossil fuel emissions to move it around and grind it up. The endless grass clippings, hedge and boxed shrub trimmings and raked up leaves which comprise the majority of this green waste stream are primarily the result of poor plant choices; ones made for appearances or impatience.  In a world with rapidly shrinking landfill space, waste of any kind will be a luxury of increasing expense; and all it takes is some thoughtful planning before planting.
Another category of outputs which every home, balcony, and container gardener must seriously consider on behalf of our shared environment, are the impacts of chemical use in the garden.  Whether it is spray drift from an herbicide application, pesticide runoff in a storm water drain, or ground water polluted with nitrates from synthetic lawn fertilizers, the effects of these chemical substances frequently ends up impacting nature far past the boundaries of our gardens.  Two frequently quoted examples which display the fragility of our natural environment are:  1) one gallon of motor oil will pollute one million gallons of fresh water; and 2)  1 drop of chlorpyrifos, (a common  pesticide used to treat house, turf, and soil pests), in 2 swimming pool’s worth of water, will kill lower food chain animals in aquatic settings. 
Regardless of regulations, manufacturers’ suggested use and warnings, these substances move in water, on wind currents and fog droplets, and through the soil and it has been speculated that a majority of these accumulated residues are coming from residential pesticide use.  In line with any IPM program, serious consideration for the impact of synthetic chemical pesticides and fertilizers, needs to be made before using them in our gardens, even as a last resort.
Another garden element of great importance for consideration is water.  Water can be both an input and an output in the garden. Obviously, the water we irrigate our gardens with, which is piped to us from far away, is an input. It’s wise and reduced use, through appropriate plant selection, drip irrigation and cultural techniques such as mulching, is becoming increasingly more important. On the other hand, water is frequently an output, a waste product passing out of our gardens as well. How many of us have seen water running down the gutter from someone’s poorly designed lawn sprinklers, or the runoff which occurs when a sloped garden is irrigated past the soil’s ability to absorb it properly.((  There is much that can be done to correct these problems and in doing so, treat water as the increasingly precious commodity that it is.
How we grade our lots and gardens affects the flow of water on and through it, both irrigation and rain water.  It is common practice to move water, not just away from a house and its foundation (which is wise), but off a property completely. In fact, storm and misplaced irrigation water is moved off most every modern paved surface in our towns and cities, capturing it in culverts and channeling it away as if it was an undesirable villain.  While this design produces another whole set of problems down stream as waters accumulate on their way to the outflow destination, our native local ground water systems are slowly being starved for the natural, seasonal “recharging” of their batteries which they are not receiving. With the wise use of variable grading techniques such as swales and berms,  dry creek beds and other intentional low spots,  temporary excesses of  storm water runoff are allowed to be accumulated and reabsorbed into our ground water;  keeping that precious and expensive commodity on site, and benefiting your garden.  
There are a number of techniques for water conservation,( such as roof catchment of rain water in above ground barrels or basins.  While this is a step in the right direction, it is a veritable drop in the bucket compared with the sheer volume of rain water that can be reabsorbed into a ground water system over the course of a season or more.   In combination with appropriate plant selections and watering maintenance, there exists the possibility that the water needs of larger shrubs and trees could be completely managed with ground water sources alone. 
Using Nature as a template for garden design is a fine way to learn the subtleties of sustainable gardening. Coupled with the vast amount of published research and practical information that exists, by observing nature with a close and patient eye, we can begin to develop our own ideas for the design and execution of beautiful sustainable gardens.  It is the way nature does it after all, and the goal of sustainable gardening is a garden perpetuated by natural forces, not the domination of dollars and chemicals.
Rather than reinvent the wheel, an assortment of related articles will accompany this and each chapter in this sustainable gardening workbook.  For the sake of the trees, I have not included every article possible, and no doubt, you may be aware of many more articles on these topics.  Each reader is encouraged to share their information with the class.  The accompanying published materials in this chapter have been graciously granted by Owen Dell of County Landscape and Design of Santa Barbara,www.owendell.com  and the editor of Pacific Horticulture magazine, Richard Turner, Jr. 4104 – 24th St., San Francisco, CA 94114. They are as follows:
1.  Sustainable Landscaping, Understanding the Basics by Owen Dell

2.  Sustainable Landscaping, Taping the Urban Waste Stream, by Owen Dell

3.  Sources and Environmental Impacts of Some Common Landscaping
     Materials, by Owen Dell

4.  Water Harvesting, South Coast Landscape Fair, 1996, by Owen Dell

5.  Towards a Sustainable Landscape, by Owen Dell

6.  The Sustainable Garden, and Imagining a Better Garden, published in  

      Pacific Horticulture, winter, 1998
7.  Lessons from Lotusland:  Sustainability in the Garden, published in 

     Pacific Horticulture,  April/May/June 2003
( Please note the following material in this chapter by Owen Dell:   Sources & Environmental Impacts of Some Common Landscaping Materials.


(Embodied energy is the effort and energy that is taken to extract and create a product.  For more information about embodied energy in landscape design, see the accompanying fact sheet from County Landscape & Design titled, Sources and Environmental Impacts of Some Common Landscaping Materials.


( For more detailed information on this subject, see the accompanying article, Toward a Sustainable Landscape, by Owen Dell, County Landscape and Design.





(( One answer to this particular runoff dilemma is using a method of irrigation called  pulse watering, which is when the area is watered in several smaller time periods, each just to the point of maximum absorption, over the course of a day. 





( More tips for water conservation in the garden will be discussed in later chapters of this workbook.
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