
The Central Valley, like most of 
California east of the Sierras, has 
a Mediterranean climate, with mild 
rainy winters and hot dry summers. 

It is hard to argue that we live with 
one of the most pleasant climates 
on earth; months of dry weather, 
low humidity, little danger of frost 
or freeze, and long balmy evenings. 
We share our weather with places 
like Italy, west Australia, Chile and 
South Africa, not bad company. 
Wine grapes, oaks and olives are 
the hallmarks of Mediterranean cli-
mates around the world. 

 However, we have a full measure 
of other climate traits that link us 
to those places. Our landscape has 
a tendency toward fire, chronic lack 
of water, drying winds and heavy, 
alkaline soils. It is not a perfect 
place, and many of the landscape 
choices made in California’s past 
have turned out to be expensive and 
unsustainable. 

 Our most critical environmental 
resource, now and in the future, is 
water. By adopting plant materials 
from other Mediterranean climates, 
developing water efficient versions 
of old favorites, and using emerg-
ing irrigation technology, we may 
continue to create some of the most 
beautiful parks, homes and public 
spaces in the world, but they will 
look different. 

Some of the emerging new Cal-
ifornia landscape can be seen in 
places like the UC Davis Arboretum 
Terrace Garden in downtown Davis 
(visit www.arboretum.ucdavis.edu) 
and the Turtle Bay Exploration Park 
in Redding (visit www.turtlebay.
org). Both institutions are introduc-
ing and researching new plants for use 
in California, and perfecting horticul-
tural and maintenance skills that will 
be needed by the general public. 

Without additional water, landscape 
in California would be minimal. 

Most existing landscapes are overwa-
tered through inattention, or misun-
derstanding of plant needs. 

When extra water is used to support 
plant materials badly suited to our 
climate, extra fertilizer, herbicides, 
labor and fuel are also required.

The Central Valley in particular has 
some of the highest surface evapo-
ration rates in the continental U.S. 
(West Texas and Arizona rank hotter) 
and many traditional plant choices 
are not adapted to such extremes. 

There are many options available. 
Converting existing landscape from 
spray heads to drip application can 
take the efficiency of irrigation from 
65% to 90% immediately. An ET-
based controller (tracking evaporation 
seasonally) can save 30% of water use 
and eliminate user guess-work. 

It is well documented that watering 
with a smart controller such as the 
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one manufactured by ET WATER 
(visit www.etwater.com) the hom-
eowner or business owner can save 
30-50% of the normal water use. On 
large commercial or HOA type proj-
ects; this can amount to tens of thou-
sands of dollars in a year. Smart con-
trollers combine today’s technology 
to track evaporation and weather on 
a 24-hour basis, receiving data from 
the internet and local weather stations. 

Microclimate design, or plantings 
grouped by water and care require-
ments, reduces the amount of irriga-
tion and maintenance in the garden. 
Emerging technology in the land-
scape has led to solar powered irri-
gation controllers and L.E.D. light-
ing.

Garden design changes are an effec-
tive way to adapt to our climate. 
Compositions of white/grey/pink 
or blue/white/ yellow look cool 
even in full sun. Green on green 
looks remarkably flat unless there 
is filtered shade; even under mature 
trees, use foliage with variegated or 
sculptural qualities for interest.

Ornamental grasses suited to our 
climate have been recently intro-
duced in profusion, and thrive where 
traditional shrubs will fit; grasses 
are in general very low water users. 
Non-invasive, clumping bamboo 
and climbing evergreen vines 
provide quick privacy and tropical 
effect, even in small spaces. There 
are many beautiful flowering plants 
that thrive in high heat, salvias, 
penstemons and rockroses among 
them. Dramatic massed planting 
with broad leafed or spiky foliage, 
and fragrant seasonally changing 
plants shift focus to garden struc-
ture better than traditional planting. 
The nursery trade is fast introducing 
these types of plant material to ease the 
search by designers and homeowners.

The design elements  of landscapes 
in Mediterranean climates is histor-
ically rich in texture, color, struc-
tures, walls and awnings; to ward 
off the heat and create interest and a 
protective place for people.  Fabric 
covers, vine trellises, water fea-
tures, rich paving, accent tile 
and pottery can take the place of 

plant materials for garden ele-
ments.  Patterns and colors taken 
from recycled materials can create 
a strong “hand crafted” link to ele-
ments of interior and architecture.

Durable natural fibers and mate-
rials can ground a landscape in its 
regional setting, coconut fiber, sisal, 
and recycled barn timber can create 
subtle themes and references from 
waste products. Local sources of 
mulch from green waste programs 
reduce transport costs and energy 
associated with its manufacture. 

Change is good, and because of 
resource limits, change is coming to 
our landscapes. By combining new 
plant varieties, smart garden design 
and emerging technology, I feel that 
in the coming decades, California 
will an even more beautiful than it 
is now. 

“Whiskey is for drinking, water for fighting.”
-Mark Twain


