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Preface


If you’re reading this book, you’ve been blessed to live in the southern part of the Golden State. As diverse a map of topography as it is a map of humanity, Southern California provides vastly different gardening experiences for all 16.5 million of us (that’s 43% of the population of the entire state). From the beautiful inland valleys, with their blistering summer heat and potential winter frosts, to the glorious coastal plains, where temperatures rarely reach the extremes of the thermometer, we relish gardening here in USDA zones 9 to 11, and all the a’s and b’s in between. This book will cover our territory and its various growing regions, starting with the Pacific Coast north of Santa Barbara, at San Luis Obispo, east to just south of Bakersfield, then along the San Gabriel Mountains to San Bernardino and south into San Diego.


Yes, SoCal has it all. Sun and surf, heat and freezes, wind, snow and—well, just a little rain thrown in here and there. Most wonderful of all, though, is that most of us can grow something edible in our gardens 365 glorious days a year! This isn’t to say that this near gardening nirvana isn’t without its challenges, however. We gardeners still need to develop skills beyond composting. We need to learn how to take our cues from the increasingly unpredictable seasonal shifts that occur here, and be ready to anticipate and deal with the impact of drought and periodic heavy rain on the way we grow food. And what food it is! Our cultural diversity allows us each to share the uniquely personal experience of growing what was familiar to us and our parents and grandparents with our neighbors or fellow community gardeners, and vice versa. It is no surprise then that edible gardens bring people together around food.


Whether you are brand new to gardening or just in need of a refresher, the format of this book makes it easy for you to learn about our unique SoCal growing region, and how climate zones, topography, and changing weather patterns affect our gardening experiences. Included are a primer on the basic tenets of organic gardening, with tips and tricks about planning and planting; a month-to-month guide that delivers practical advice about what you can expect—and do—each month; and, the heart of the matter, Edibles A to Z. A seasoned gardener’s mantra is “know what you grow.” The Edibles A to Z section gives you everything you’ll need to know to successfully grow your tried-and-true favorites and a few new ones that will surprise you! Agretti, dragonfruit, or fenugreek, anyone?


Food security, economic pressures, self-sufficiency, healthier eating, tastier eating, reducing your carbon footprint, family togetherness, community spirit, exercise, stress relief, a landscape that is both beautiful and productive—whatever your reason for choosing to begin your edible gardening adventure, you’ve joined an incredible group of like-minded folks! Natural nurturers, we edible gardeners support each other’s desire to grow what we eat and understand each trial and victory along the way.


But first, a few words on “success” and “failure.” Above all, remove any preconceived notions you have of both words, especially when you’re a beginner. You know, sometimes we just can’t seem to get out of our own way. If you have expectations that your first season gardening or your first season in a new site is going to end in some kind of “coffee table book” garden of Eden, you will be setting yourself up for disappointment. Not only is gardening on-the-job training, but gardening forces us instant-gratification-loving humans to slow down and learn on Mother Nature’s timetable, not our own. We learn by reading and discussing with other gardeners, of course, but nothing is a substitute for being out there, observing closely, and getting dirty in your own garden—season after season.


As for “failures,” when we were children we really had no fear. As we grew, we developed a fear of peer disapproval if we didn’t get things right the first time and soon we began to be afraid of trying new things. How sad is that? I have to quote my dear ol’ dad, who taught me that if you don’t fail, you don’t learn. So, set your fears aside, follow your bliss, and take that first step … or shovelful. We’re all learning together. And whatever your reason for getting your hands “dirty,” this book will become your indispensable, dirt-stained, dog-eared guide and inspiration to get growing all year long!
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GET STARTED
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WELCOME TO NIRVANA
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Yes, we are golden, with virtually endless growing seasons. But we live in a land of contrasts and, increasingly, surprises. This short chapter will give you some idea of the “typical” climate rhythms of the coastal plains and inland valleys that make up the majority of southern California (then we’ll spend the rest of the book looking into how best to cope when they are anything but typical). Using your area’s first and last frost dates and the average high and low temperatures as represented by the USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map (see Resources for the link) may be helpful as a baseline. But more and more, these should be taken, at best, as a very general guideline rather than a solid predictor of temperature highs and lows for your area (down to the zip code), given the changes in climate we’ve experienced firsthand over the last decade. All seasoned gardeners have been witness to this change and will attest to the necessity of developing skills to evaluate and assess conditions as they happen.
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Growing Regions


Literally, you are only an hour or two away from a distinctly different weather experience in SoCal! All the growing regions covered in this book are surrounded by mountain ranges that contribute to our very divergent weather patterns. These mountain ranges, the Transverse Ranges, are unique in that they run east-west, as opposed to the rest of California’s north-south running mountains.
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South Coast: San Luis Obispo County and South to San Diego


The coastal regions enjoy a typically mild temperature range. There’s not a huge shift between day and nighttime temperatures, which allows coastal gardeners to “stretch” the seasons a bit more. Mild temperatures aside, this region is subjected to periods or seasons of fog and high dew point, which can cause a host of fungal diseases if gardeners are not vigilant. Proper irrigation methods and timing are critical to help avoid the spread of these diseases.


One thing has remained nearly constant. Each year, the South Coast endures “June Gloom”—about a month of almost entire days of a thick layer of low clouds. June Gloom forms each year in differing strengths; it begins in late May and can literally hang around, through June for a certainty but sometimes into July and even August. This weather pattern is caused by the marine layer (a low-hanging “sheet” of stratus clouds) and is amplified by the Catalina eddy (aka coastal eddy). The Catalina eddy is a weather event that occurs when upper level airflow mixes with the Southern California topography of the coastline and islands. When the offshore winds coming from the north and the southern coastal winds hit the mountains of SoCal, they spin the marine layer in a counterclockwise direction, moving the clouds farther inland. In lighter June Gloom years, the marine layer usually stays near the coast, burns off to reveal the bright SoCal sunshine we all love by the early afternoon, and disappears by the end of June. However, in a heavy June Gloom year the clouds can extend into the inland valleys and stick around most of the day. That is a summer bummer!
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DRIVING FORCES




Santa Ana wind events in Southern California can happen multiple times a year from October through March. These winds blow westward from the north-east through inland canyons, carrying hot, dry air toward the coast. Higher temperatures occur with these events, so gardeners, stand ready to guard your plants! They can be desiccated by these winds.





On the up side, the South Coast’s growing season is literally 365 days long, with frost events virtually nonexistent or extremely rare. Soil profile in this region is a range of sandy soil along the coastline to heavier clay more inland and on the hills. This area is affected by the Santa Ana wind events several times a year. According to NOAA (again, see Resources for the link) coastal average temperatures range from lows of 43 to 48°F to highs of 71 to 75°F.


Inland Valleys: Santa Clarita, San Fernando, San Gabriel, and Similar Valleys


Southern California valleys are a study in climatic extremes, courtesy of two significant weather influences: cool ocean breezes and hot, drying winds through inland areas. These factors combine with the mountainous topography to create multiple micro-climates and a dose of winter chill more significant than that experienced in the coastal areas. On the up side, the seasonal low clouds and fog that plague the coast are less of a factor here.


Frost dangers can range from mild to severe, with hard frosts common in many valleys from November through January. This seasonal variance means you can grow a diverse variety of edibles, from heat-loving summer varieties to fruits demanding a high number of chill hours during the dormant winter months. Another positive! Average temperatures can range from lows of 25 to 35°F to highs of 88 to 100°F and more.
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HANDLING THE JUNE GLOOM




In SoCal we can plan on June Gloom every year starting around Memorial Day. When it will end is another thing altogether. Meteorologists tell us that years with warmer ocean temperatures (El Niño) may mean fewer gloomy days in May and June. Cooler ocean temperatures (La Niña) usually mean a more gray beginning to the SoCal summer. In an El Niño year, the June Gloom is less likely to be very heavy in the inland valleys, whereas La Niña can mean significantly grayer days for a longer period of time. Unfortunately, whether it’s an El Niño or La Niña, the South Coast will most definitely be gray at this time every year, so be prepared to deal with the effects of this shift, which can jolt you and your plants from a warming spring into a cooler, darker beginning of summer.
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GARDENING 101
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“What’s the secret to a great edible garden?” Gardeners ask this question again and again. As in all things that are important, the answer is both simple and complex. The simple answer is that it’s all about the soil, first and foremost. The more complex answer has to do with what great soil really is. Great soil has just a few critical elements: a strong, healthy soil food web, good soil tilth, texture and structure, and an abundance of organic matter.
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Soil


Now that you know what makes great soil great, let’s get into how to get yours to be great. First things first—you’ve got to get to know your soil. Learn its strengths and weaknesses, and then set out to make it better, before you plant. Stand in your garden and take a look around; evaluate your landscape. Then you can start digging. Look to see if your soil has these qualities (the more it differs, the more work you have in store):


■  Sufficient soil moisture. Enough water is available on a regular basis to support what you want to grow.


■  Good water infiltration. Soil should be able to absorb about ½ inch of water per hour in the top 20 inches.


■  Adequate drainage. Water drains well through soil; area does not flood, nor does water puddle for extended periods of time.


■  Balanced chemistry. The soil pH shouldn’t be extremely acidic or alkaline.


■  Proper soil depth. There’s enough topsoil over bedrock, gravel, or hardpan to allow for root growth and moisture storage.


■  Even topography. The more level the garden, the easier the access. Any slopes in your landscape should be gentle, so that the soil doesn’t erode easily, creating a runoff problem.


■  Lack of rocks. Minimal amount of gravel, stones, or boulders.


■  Moderate temperature. Average annual soil temperature should be higher than 32°F and the average summer soil temperature should be higher than 46°F.


A strong, healthy soil food web


The soil food web is the community of organisms that live all or some of their lives in the top 4 to 6 inches of soil. Each organism in this web has a role to play in converting energy and nutrients as one organism eats another; therefore, the health of each organism, from the single-celled to the larger creatures, is vital to soil fertility. Soil organisms support plant health—they decompose organic matter, cycle nutrients, enhance soil structure, and keep the populations of all their fellows, good and bad, in balance. The best way to protect and nurture your soil food web is to add organic compost regularly and avoid using pesticides (even organic ones); do not use synthetic fertilizers, and do not overwork (till) the soil.


Good soil tilth, texture, and structure


The term “tilth” refers to the ability of the soil to support plant and root growth. Soil with good tilth is easy to work, has the ability to successfully germinate seedlings, and allows for good root penetration.
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TAKE AN EARTHWORM CENSUS




Choose a 1-foot-square site that is a good average of your garden. Dig out the top 6 inches and place in a shallow pan. Then simply count the number of earthworms in the removed soil by moving the earth around bit by bit.


One or two earthworms, your soil needs some improvement.


Five to nine earthworms, you’re getting there, but still need more organic matter.


If you find 10 or more earthworms—congratulations! You have healthy, biologically active soil!





[image: images]


SOIL TEXTURE FIELD TEST




These three simple tests can help you determine your soil’s texture while you’re in your own backyard. I usually use the ribbon test. A soil test lab can give you a more accurate assessment, but these tests are fully capable of giving you a very good idea of what you are dealing with.


Feel test. Thoroughly dry and crush a small amount of soil by rubbing it with your forefinger in the palm of your other hand. Then rub some of it between your thumb and fingers to measure the percentage of sand. The grainier it feels, the higher the sand content.


Moist cast test. Compress moist soil by squeezing it in your hand. When you open your hand, if the soil holds together (that is, forms a cast), pass it from hand to hand—the more durable the cast, the higher the percentage of clay.


Ribbon test. Roll a handful of moist soil into a cigarette shape and squeeze it between your thumb and forefinger to form the longest and thinnest ribbon possible. Soil with high silt content will form flakes or peel instead of forming a ribbon. The longer and thinner the ribbon, the higher the percentage of clay.


For the moist cast and ribbon tests, the soil specimen should be gradually moistened and thoroughly reshaped and kneaded to bring it to its maximum “plasticity” and to remove dry lumps. Do not add too much water, as the sample will lose its cohesion.
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Moist cast (left) and ribbon tests








Soil texture refers to the size of the particles that make up your soil. Soil texture has a major effect on the physical properties of soil. As soil particles get larger, the spaces between the particles get bigger. Clay has the smallest particles, silt’s particles are medium-sized, and sand has the largest particles, which is the major reason water drains through it so easily (greatest pore space) and why clay drains so slowly (smallest pore space). Soil texture dictates not only how well your soil drains but also how well it retains nutrients and moisture. Clay soils tend to be fertile but drain poorly. Sandy soils drain easily but tend to dry out quickly and be less fertile. Loams retain moisture and are fertile and friable (crumbly and easy to work). Many plants tolerate a variety of soil textures, while some, like edibles, have more specific soil requirements. The vast majority of edibles do best in lighter loamy soils, which are about 40% sand, 40% silt, and 20% clay.


Structure refers to how the soil particles hang together in clods or crumbs—or not. Good soil structure can compensate for less-than-perfect soil texture. Whatever your soil texture, loose crumbs and clods ensure good pore spaces. Routinely adding an abundant amount of organic matter is the surest way of attaining (and keeping) good soil structure as well as overall soil health and fertility. For edibles, the recommended amount of compost to add the first season is 3 to 4 inches. You can decrease the amount of compost you add in subsequent seasons, as your soil improves, to a 2-inch layer as a mulch applied once a season.


Understanding soil pH


An important factor in the availability of soil nutrients to plants is the degree of acidity or alkalinity of the soil, as measured by pH (potential hydrogen). The pH scale ranges from 0 to 14, with 7.0 being neutral, lower numbers being acidic, and higher numbers being alkaline. At pH extremes, some nutrients become partially or completely locked up in the soil and cannot be used by plants, even though they are all present in adequate amounts. Most edibles thrive in a soil pH of 6.5 to 7.5 (slightly acid to neutral).


Siting Your Garden


Location, location, location: as in real estate, so it is in the garden! Choosing the best location for your garden will mean the difference between success and failure. Now that you have considered your soil, it’s time to make sure the microclimate and exposure of your proposed garden site is right for edibles.


Microclimate


A microclimate is the climate of a small area that is different from the areas around it. It may be warmer or colder, wetter or drier, windy or still, or more or less prone to frosts. Try to identify the microclimates on the proposed site (yes, there can be more than one). Are buildings, structures, or trees creating microclimates that are hotter, colder, more moist than the rest of the site? A protected courtyard next to a building, for example, is warmer than an exposed field nearby. By going out to your proposed site at different times of the day and evening and documenting your observations, you’ll be able to develop a record of the effects of the microclimate in that area.


Exposure


You’ve probably all heard that edibles need full sun to be successful. You’re probably asking yourself (never minding that you might not know exactly what full sun meant), “But what if I have only part sun or part shade? Can I still have edibles in my garden?” The answer, anxious gardeners, is a resounding yes! Understanding your exposure is the key.


Full sun. The generally accepted definition of full sun is 6 or more hours of direct sunlight per day. But here’s where gardeners need to understand the one factor that is rarely mentioned: the time of day that the light is hitting the plant. There are 4 key hours in the full sun equation, 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. (give or take a half-hour on either side). That’s when the sun is most powerful. Having said that, the intensity of your full sun in, say, a coastal community is not the same thing as full sun in an inland valley location. These climates zones are different. Also, don’t forget the seasonal position of the sun—high in the sky in summer, lower in the sky in winter.


[image: images]


WIND: ANOTHER “ASPECT” TO KEEP IN MIND




Edibles can be very vulnerable to drying winds. Is the proposed site subjected to wind events (sporadic or constant)? Are natural wind buffers present (hedges, trees)? If you are considering a windy site, you’ll have to provide some kind of windbreak, either trees or shrubs or a physical barrier (fence, wall).







SHADE-TOLERANT EDIBLES


beans


beets


broccoli


Brussels sprouts


cauliflower


chard


cilantro


dill


fenugreek


French tarragon


garlic


leafy greens (Asian greens, kale)


parsnips


peas


salad greens (arugula, lettuce, radicchio)


thyme





If you’re gardening in the summer in a hot inland valley location, a spot in your yard that receives direct sunlight from 2 p.m. to sunset—just under 6 hours—is not technically full sun, but because the heat index, climate, and humidity levels are different in the late afternoon vs the late morning/early afternoon, plants that would otherwise require full sun would do better sited in an area of your yard that receives part sun. Understanding this is key to siting your plants properly. It may take a few failures to learn this, but don’t get discouraged!


Part sun. The classic definition of part sun is a patch of garden that receives either 4 to 5 hours of morning sun, then shade the rest of the day, or shade in the morning, then 4 to 5 hours of sun in the afternoon. If a plant needs part sun, 6 hours or more of direct sunlight that includes high midday sun is too much: the plant will struggle and perhaps its leaves will burn. Anybody remember planting your lettuce in an area like this, only to see its leaves collapse and wilt?


Part shade. Basically it’s the same as part (or filtered) sun. Remember, shade is light that is not direct. Even in the various degrees of shade, if the sun is in the sky, its rays are always hitting the plant’s leaves, just more weakly. Shade cast by a building is a heavier filter of the sun’s rays than all but the thickest tree canopy. So when factoring shade, you must consider both hours of direct sunlight and hours of filtered sun, and learn which plants handle what.


Any further degree of shade is not going to be suitable for edibles.


Water


A happy plant is a well-watered plant, but let’s acknowledge that water will not simply fall from the sky, in sufficient amounts, at the right time. Proper irrigation techniques are essential: drip systems, rain catchment systems, and yes, even watering by hand. An edible garden that is kept properly irrigated is a healthy and productive garden. The secret, now that you know your soil texture, climate/microclimate, and exposure, is adjusting the delivery, frequency, and duration of water accordingly.


How soil texture affects watering


We’ve already learned that particle size differentiates soil textures from each other, giving each different moisture- and nutrient-holding capabilities. Clay, having the smallest particle size, hangs together so tightly, there is very little pore space in between, which gives clay soil its poor drainage and decreased aeration but excellent nutrient-holding characteristics. Silt, having a medium particle size, drains a bit faster than clay and has better nutrient- and water-holding capabilities than sand. Sand, having the largest particle size, drains the fastest but has poor water- and nutrient-holding capabilities. Whether your soil has more or less of one of these three textures determines how fast or slow water will drain through it, which will impact how often and how much you water.


Methods of watering


There are three basic methods of irrigating: hand watering, soaker hoses and drip systems, and movable sprinklers. The method you choose will depend on your lifestyle (do you travel frequently?), available time for garden chores, and budget.


Hand watering. While certainly the most cost-effective, there are costs of a different kind associated with watering this way.
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Hand watering is the most cost-effective way to irrigate, but it has its down sides.





■  Goof-ups galore. This method is the most prone to human error, as adequate water penetration always takes longer than you think it does. Try this: water your garden with a hose for about 3 minutes, taking care to evenly distribute the water (harder to do than you think). Now stick your finger down into your soil. How far down has the water penetrated? Probably not as deep as you expected. This isn’t terrible while your plants are babies with shallow root systems, but it won’t be such a good thing when your plants mature and attempt to develop deeper roots.


■  Turns you into a watering zombie. Shallow irrigation keeps the moisture near the top of the soil, where it dries out the fastest, and isn’t anywhere near your growing plants’ potential rooting depth. Over time this encourages the roots to remain shallow, increasing the risk of plant failure, wasting water, and committing you to an unending cycle of more frequent hand watering.


■  You need to be around (or the best friend or neighbor you choose to burden when you’re not needs to be). Since you’re the key to this method it can seriously cramp your travel plans and as long as it took you to learn to do it right, how can you expect a newbie to do it right for you?


Soaker hose and drip irrigation. Ok, now we’re talking! Though this will mean a bit of cost and initial set up time, you’ll find that it will more than make up for this by reduced plant loss and water waste—and a huge saving of your time in the long run.


The configuring of your drip system (type of line and emitters used) will be dictated by your soil texture, plant palette, and planting scheme. There are literally dozens of different types of lines and emitters available, meaning you can customize your system to address your site’s specific needs and you have the flexibility to adapt your system to your plants’ changing needs as they grow. Because this approach avoids or keeps wetting foliage to a minimum, drip irrigation helps cut down on the incidence of fungal disease.
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A drip irrigation system





Now, here is how this soil texture factors into this. Remember the three textures—sand, silt, and clay? The wetting pattern for each texture is different due to the different sizes of pore space in each. Because sandy soil has the largest pore space, water soaks almost vertically straight down, soaking just a narrow band of soil, hence you’ll need to place your emitters or soaker lines closer together. The heavier your soil (the more silt and clay there is), the more distance there can be between your emitters or soaker lines: because there is more capillary action on the horizontal plane, the water will move in a wider swath.


Add a timer to your system and you’re free of watering woes—well, almost. Drip systems are wonderful but are not totally maintenance-free. The small holes in drip lines and emitters can get clogged with soil, fertilizers, and minerals, and lines can degrade and be damaged over time. So periodic auditing is going to be needed.


Movable sprinklers. This is the least preferable option as it wastes more water and increases the incidence of disease and pest infestations. Add in wind drift and evaporation, and it is like throwing your money down the drain! In short, whenever budget allows, I recommend a drip system for edibles.


Rain catchment systems


Many of us reap great harvests from our garden. What about harvesting rain? Yes, harvest our rain! Collecting rainwater is not a new concept. Historical records show that rainwater was collected in simple clay containers as far back as 2000 years ago. Maybe it’s time to put some of these ancient techniques of rainwater harvesting back into practice!
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Be water-wise! One way to harvest rainwater is to divert a downspout into a rain barrel.





A few cautionary notes about the safety of rooftop runoff—especially if you’re thinking of irrigating edibles. You’ll have to evaluate if your roof is a safe source to collect runoff and use straight from a rain barrel for nonpotable uses (I am not talking about these roof systems being used to provide drinking water). Enameled steel and glazed tile roofs generate little or no contamination, and rainwater harvested from them is commonly considered safe. Roofs made from the following are not candidates for rainwater collection:


■  old tar and gravel


■  asbestos shingles


■  treated cedar shakes


■  zinc (galvanized metal) anti-moss strips (usually mounted at the roof peak)


■  roofs treated with moss-, lichen-, or algae-killing chemicals within the last several years


Note: Some newer asphalt shingles have zinc particles embedded in the surface. Check your shingle specifications if you have recently re-roofed.


Of course, the location of your home should also be considered. If you live in an industrialized area or near an airport, your roof may collect heavy metal residue from the air. Talk to your local city water agency about any environmental contaminants in your area that may affect rainwater quality. Adding a filtration system to your rain barrel can help reduce these contaminants to below EPA standards.


Opinions differ about whether or not rooftop runoff is safe to use in food gardens. Do your own research, talk to your local water district or county, have your runoff tested (contact your county’s public health department), and then decide if you feel comfortable using your rooftop-collected rainwater in your garden. Check with your city or county, as they may have prohibitions on the use of rooftop collected rainwater to irrigate food gardens. Most websites say there hasn’t been research done to measure risk effectively, and since much has to do with conditions at the individual location, I doubt there will be. It is because of this that I don’t recommend rooftop runoff collection for use in food gardens in schools, especially because the location, maintenance, and age of these facilities are often huge factors.


Cistern systems. A rainwater cistern is a setup for collecting rainwater and storing it until it’s needed. A cistern works in a similar way to a rain barrel, only it’s bigger and can be above or below ground. Cisterns are a good option when you need to collect and store greater quantities of water.


Graywater systems. Graywater is any non-industrial wastewater generated from household sources such as sinks, washing machines, showers, and bathtubs. Graywater systems allow you to recycle the water that goes down your bathtubs, showers, and laundry for use in your garden. Again, as in the use of rain barrels or cisterns, you need to consider these safety issues:


■  Use graywater from bathroom sinks, tubs, showers, and washing machines and avoid graywater from kitchen sinks, dishwashers, and toilets.


■  Don’t use liquid fabric softener or harsh detergents. Look for biodegradable, low-sodium detergents without phosphates, brighteners, boron, borax, enzymes, or bleach.


■  Avoid storing graywater.


■  Apply graywater directly to the soil, not by spraying.


■  Root crops that are eaten uncooked should not be irrigated with graywater. (California’s code states: “Graywater shall not be used to irrigate root crops or edible parts of food crops that touch the soil.”)


■  Don’t use graywater on young plants or plants that like acidic conditions.


■  Water from laundry that includes diapers should not be used.


■  Don’t use graywater when members of the household have a communicable disease such as staph or hepatitis.


Local rules may be even more restrictive than state rules. Check with your local health jurisdiction before planning a graywater reuse system. You should consult with a certified graywater installer or plumber and your local authorities before you install this system. Graywater tends to be alkaline and high in sodium. Acid-loving plants or plants that don’t tolerate salinity will not tolerate being irrigated with graywater. You should intermittently irrigate with regular water to flush out the sodium so that it will not build up in the soil.
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