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Introduction


The ad for a “Go Green Checking Account” naturally caught my attention. The bank’s promotion invited individuals to open a personal checking account to “help bees, water and trees.” For every new account, the bank committed to supporting three nonprofits working to help the environment.

That advertisement shows a big shift in attitudes and values since 2015 when the second edition of The Colorado Gardener’s Companion was published. Stodgy institutions, state and local governments, public and private companies, and concerned individuals are now more mindful when it comes to our environment.

Water conservation is behind many of Colorado’s recently enacted laws restricting nonessential turfgrass in landscapes. Cities are offering cash incentives for homeowners to replace lawns with water-wise landscapes. News articles describe the benefits of adding native trees and plants to gardens. More people understand the important role pollinators play in our food supply, especially with Colorado’s protections for pollinators and rare plants. Gas-guzzling lawn equipment is being replaced, often by legal mandate, with nonpolluting options.

This third edition reflects those changing attitudes. Instead of a minor update, this is practically a new book that includes the most important topics for Colorado gardeners today and into the future. The information includes:


	 Explaining the updated Plant Hardiness Zone map and data;

	 Describing new landscaping approaches like ColoradoScaping;

	 Placing greater emphasis on planting and caring for trees;

	 Showing ways to replace traditional lawns with less-thirsty alternatives;


	Providing more detail for growing fruits, vegetables, and herbs;

	 Using native plants as garden problem solvers; and

	 Creating an action plan for managing a sustainable landscape.



In addition, the book is reorganized to streamline the content and make it more user-friendly.

Whoever said, “Everybody complains about the weather, but nobody does anything about it,” never gardened in Colorado. It’s not that gardeners can control the weather (I wish!), but that we can control how we respond to it. We can be tough, resilient gardeners who plant landscapes of beautiful hardy plants that can take whatever our wild weather throws at us.

With luck, this book will help.




Firm
Foundations






CHAPTER ONE

 Adapting to Colorado’s Growing Challenges
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I probably don’t have to tell you that it’s different gardening here. From the 14,000-foot purple mountains majesty to where the wind comes sweeping down the plains, Colorado provides challenges for growers of all kinds. Nothing brings that message home faster than getting a newsletter from my favorite seed company in spring saying, “It’s time to plant now.” This call-to-plant arrives while it’s still heavy-coat season and there’s a thick layer of snow covering my garden. I also fondly recall brushing snow from trees at midnight before one Mother’s Day to keep leafy branches from snapping. Then there’s the memorable two-day 74-degree temperature swing in October 2019 that flash-froze perennial plants and killed fruit trees.

A region’s elevation and climate determine what kinds of trees, shrubs, and plants will grow best there. Factors like temperature, humidity, precipitation, sunshine, and wind present opportunities for gardening fun but also frustration. Successful Colorado gardeners are those who can follow nature’s lead and use our dynamic environment to their advantage by becoming more flexible gardeners. Our motto should be, “Bend without breaking.”

This chapter explains some of the growing challenges related to elevation, hardiness, and weather, and ways you can overcome them to get more pleasure from your gardening experience.


Elevation Affects Plant Performance

A summer drive across Colorado will give you a good idea of the diversity of the state’s topography and weather. If you drive west on Interstate 70 from Kansas to Utah, you’ll travel across warm dry plains, pass through urban areas, climb foothills, go over the chilly mountains of the Continental Divide, and slide down into warm western valleys and plateaus. As you travel, you’ll also see each of Colorado’s five plant life zones.

The life zones are based on elevation and are a guide to the plants that grow best in each zone. As you drive west, you’ll climb in elevation from the Plains zone, 3,500 feet above sea level, to the Alpine zone, above 11,500 feet.

Pay attention to the changes in vegetation as you leave the plains grasslands heading for the hills. What you’ll learn from your attention to vegetation is that in each life zone the plants have happily adapted to their environment. You’ll see yucca, sage, pinyon pine, Gambel oak, ponderosa pine, and a variety of wild perennial plants and flowers. When you reach timberline, where trees can’t grow, you’ll need to leave the confines of the car to see the small alpine plants growing there. These little gems survive the strong winds that buffet their exposed home by hunkering close to the ground.


Colorado’s Five Life Zones

Mother Nature has experience putting the right plant in the right place, and proof lies in the Colorado life zones, or bioregions. These zones are used as a way to classify Colorado’s plant life and can help gardeners grow plants where they naturally do best. Here are the five life zones and examples of some of the plants that grow in each:


	The Plains life zone is prairie grassland, and it makes up almost half of the state. This life zone is found at elevations under 6,000 feet. Colorado is located in the North American steppe, sometimes referred to as the Great Plains. Plant life here consists of grasses and shrubs that are adapted to higher temperatures and little precipitation like leadplant (Amorpha canescens), sea foam sage (Artemisia versicolor), dwarf rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus nauseosus), meadow blazing star (Liatris ligulistylis), and Fremont’s evening primrose (Oenothera macrocarpa ssp. fremontii).

	The Foothills life zone is considered a semi-desert region and is located between 6,000 and 8,000 feet. It consists of ponderosa pine forests and woodlands. Plants that grow here include pussytoes (Antennaria dioica), littleleaf mountain mahogany (Cercocarpus intricatus), rabbitbrush (Chrysothamnus nauseosus), pine leaf beard-tongue (Penstemon pinifolius), and little bluestem grass (Schizachyrium scoparium).

	The Montane life zone is a denser forest, populated with Douglas fir trees, at an elevation from 8,000 to 10,000 feet. Regent serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia), Colorado columbine (Aquilegia caerulea), mock berry manzanita (Arctostaphylos × coloradoensis); alpine willowherb (Epilobium fleischeri), and rock spirea (Holodiscus dumosus) all grow here.

	The Subalpine Forest, from 10,000 to 11,500 feet, serves as a transition zone that’s called the tree line. Trees won’t grow beyond this zone. Plants that grow here include bracken fern (Pteridium aquilinum), wild iris (Iris missouriensis), Parry’s primrose (Primula parryi), wild candytuft (Noccaea fendleri), and larkspur (Delphinium nuttallianum).

	The Alpine zone begins at an elevation of 11,500 feet and is a treeless, tundra environment. This area receives the most precipitation and is markedly cooler than the other life zones. Plants that grow here include prickly dianthus (Acantholimon hohenhackeri), fan columbine (Aquilegia flabellata), ice plant (Delosperma ‘Lesotho’), Atlas Mountain fescue (Festuca mairei), grassleaf mat daisy (Hirpicum armeriodes var. armeriodes), and bitterroot (Lewisia cotyledon ‘Heikneri Strain’).






How to Use Elevation to Your Advantage

Perhaps you’ve heard the saying, “Bloom where you’re planted.” That’s a good way to think about the plants, trees, and shrubs that grow best at certain elevations. When you’re making your planting selections, choose plants that will thrive in your area’s natural conditions. The best way to do this is to observe the plants that grow naturally in the area and then copy Mother Nature.

Many homeowners living at lower elevations want to re-create the dazzling fall beauty of aspen trees in their own backyards; however, aspens grow best in the Montane and Subalpine Forest zones (8,000 to 11,500 feet). Gardening at elevations above 7,500 feet presents challenges, too. Mountain gardeners wanting to grow vegetable gardens have to cope with poor soil conditions, shorter growing seasons, hungry wildlife, and wind.

Christina MacLeod understands the challenges of trying to garden at 8,000 feet. Gardening at this altitude requires more thought about plant selection and microclimates. “The short growing season makes it impossible for some plants to flower, produce seed, or produce fruit. Animal predators—such as chipmunks, rabbits, squirrels, mice, voles, deer, and elk—offer even greater challenges and require creativity in outsmarting them,” she said.

This hardy gardener has tried to garden on her windswept high plains property in rural Westcliffe, where there’s often too much shade, too much sun, too much wind, or not enough moisture. “Microclimates often provide very narrow growing zones,” she explained. “Even though plants can be quite adaptable to extreme conditions, some that do well in heat cannot take the below-zero conditions, and others that are hardy in cold temperatures may not be able to take the heat. Native plants tend to fare the best.”

She suggested gardeners learn what’s worked for other gardeners in their area. “Know the growing needs of plants before you buy them, then give them what they need in the way of soil, water, and exposure.” She added, “Don’t take gardening too seriously. Make sure you are having fun. If all else fails, you can grow plants in pots. Take it from me, I’ve been there!”






Making the Most of Your Microclimates

The saying “Cheaters never win” didn’t come from a gardener. Shrewd gardeners know clever ways to cheat with their gardening efforts by matching plants to their preferred microclimates within their hardiness zone.

If you take a close look at Colorado’s map of hardiness zones, you’ll see the island zones within larger zones. These islands represent a difference of 5 to 10 degrees in temperature from the surrounding area.

On a smaller scale, our yards also have small pockets called microclimates where conditions might be warmer or cooler than the surrounding area. These microclimates provide growing conditions superior to other parts of the yard. Temperature, quality of sunlight, soil conditions, drainage, and shelter from wind and extreme weather all contribute to creating a microclimate. Understanding how to use the microclimates in your yard can make a difference in what, how, and when you plant.

Elevation counts here, too. A rise in elevation by 300 feet can account for about a 1-degree drop in temperature. Low spots in valleys may be 10 degrees cooler than on nearby hillsides. The direction your garden faces is also part of the planting equation. West-facing landscapes can be exposed to intense afternoon sun and drying winds. A northern exposure may be more than 10 degrees cooler than a southern exposure that also experiences daily temperature swings.

How can you find the microclimates in your yard? Use your observation skills to evaluate the planting spaces and take detailed notes to refer to later.


	Observe areas where plants do especially well or especially poorly.

	List the types of plants that grow well or those that don’t grow there.

	Note the amounts of sunshine and shade each area receives during different parts of the day during the prime growing season.

	Consider soil conditions (or take a soil sample for testing).

	Measure the typical amount of soil moisture by how easy it is to penetrate the soil with a screwdriver. If it penetrates easily, the ground is sufficiently moist. If it’s difficult, the soil is too dry.

	Estimate the average amount of precipitation or irrigation each area receives.


	Use a thermometer to measure and compare the temperature in different areas of the yard (close to the foundation of the house, under a shady tree, next to a sunny fence, etc.).



After you have your microclimate data, you can learn to be a cheater. During your observations you may have found “hot spots” in your yard. These could be areas close to the foundation of the house, higher on a slope, with a south-facing exposure, or near a heat-absorbing fence. The temperatures in these microclimates could be as much as 8 to 10 degrees warmer than other parts of the yard. Armed with this data you can experiment with plants that may do well growing in warmer conditions. Planting close to a water feature, like a pond, provides added humidity. You may also find “cool spots” perfect for trees, shrubs, and flowers that like to grow in a cooler and moister site.


Planting in the Hellstrip

One microclimate where plants like it hot is the planting area between the sidewalk and curb. It’s such a devil of a place to landscape, it’s called a hellstrip. Weather extremes, water runoff, car exhaust, and foot and paw traffic make for difficult growing conditions, compounded by a southern or western exposure.

The typical street strip or tree lawn features a patch of grass, a tree or two, and pop-up sprinklers that make for inefficient watering. Gardeners can make the most of this toasty microclimate by creating a striking landscape that gives new meaning to the term curb appeal. Replacing the lawn in the hellstrip with water-wise plants is also a big step toward avoiding water waste.

Before tearing up the turf, gardeners should check to see if they need any municipal approvals. For instance, Denver residents living on designated historic parkways need approval from the Denver Parks and Recreation Department before starting any landscaping projects. Everyone needs to call 811 to have utilities marked before digging.

For the hellstrip, select plants with the same or similar needs for soil, moisture, and light. Choose low-growing, drought-tolerant perennials with different bloom times, colors, and textures. Install drip irrigation and add stepping-stones or a path to reduce wear and tear. Native plants that thrive in a tough-love environment are perfect for the hellstrip. Mulch with gravel and rocks of different sizes.

Native plants for sun to part shade:


	 Prairie zinnia (Zinnia grandiflora)

	 Pussytoes (Antennaria rosea)

	 Poppy mallow (Callirhoe involucrata)

	 Blanketflower (Gaillardia aristata)

	 Blue mist penstemon (Penstemon virens)



Plants for a textural theme garden (sun to part shade):


	 Snow-in-summer (Cerastium tomentosum)

	 Lamb’s ears (Stachys byzantina)

	 Curlicue sage (Artemisia versicolor ‘Seafoam’)

	 Blue fescue grass (Festuca glauca ‘Boulder Blue’)

	 Sea Urchin blue fescue (Festuca glauca ‘Sea Urchin’)



Ground covers for full sun:


	 Creeping phlox (Phlox subulata ‘Blue’)

	 Creeping basket-of-gold (Alyssum montanum ‘Mountain Gold’)

	 Pink Chintz thyme (Thymus praecox ‘Pink Chintz’)

	 Creeping sedum (Sedum spurium ‘Bronze Carpet’)

	 Starburst ice plant (Delosperma floribundum ‘Starburst’)

	 Turkish veronica (Veronica liwanensis)

	 Blue woolly speedwell (Veronica pectinata)




Ground covers for part shade to shade:


	 Periwinkle (Vinca minor)

	 Variegated big-leaf periwinkle (Vinca major ‘Variegata’)

	 Bugleweed (Ajuga reptans)

	 Variegated bishop’s weed (Aegopodium podagraria ‘Variegatum’)

	 White Nancy false nettle (Lamium maculatum ‘White Nancy’)








Colorado’s Hardiness Zones

Hardiness is an important indicator for plant survival and is dependent on geography. The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) updated its Plant Hardiness Zone map in 2023. The map provides essential information for gardeners in the United States, including Alaska and Hawaii, as well as Puerto Rico.

The map is based on the lowest average temperature for thirteen zones. It is further divided into regions. These represent 5-degree differences within each 10-degree zone. Hardiness Zone 1a has an average minimum temperature of minus 55 to 60 degrees Fahrenheit; zone 13b’s average minimum temperature is 65 to 70 degrees.

The updated map moved much of Colorado into slightly warmer grow zones. While large areas of the Front Range moved from 5b to 6a, gardeners should keep in mind the conditions and microclimates in their own yards. According to the new map, my garden is about 3 degrees warmer than in 2012. This shift could be because some of the hardiness zone changes resulted from different data sources and how they were interpreted, plus a warming climate.


Hardiness Zone by Zip Code

The USDA has a plant hardiness zone tool on its website (planthardiness.ars.usda.gov). Simply type in your zip code to find the hardiness zone number for your area.



Because Colorado is a large state with different elevations, it includes hardiness zones from 3b to 7b. In addition to the naturally warmer and cooler areas of the state, the extremes represent small island zones that may be warmer or cooler than the area surrounding them because of differences in elevation.

If a range of hardiness zones is given for a plant, it means the plant is known to be hardy in each of those zones. For instance, if a perennial is recommended for growing in Hardiness Zones 3–7, it can be planted in Zones 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. When selecting plants by zone, take into account the fact that some plants may be perennial in Zone 8 but can be grown as a short-lived annual in Zone 5.
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Frost-Free Days Determine Growing Season

Depending where you live, you may have a growing season of 157 days along the Front Range, 190 days around Grand Junction, about 140 days in the northeastern area of the state, and 90 days (or fewer) in the mountains. The growing season is determined by the number of days when the weather is frost-free (above 32 degrees) and warm enough to support planting and growing. For many types of plants and vegetables, the growing season isn’t long enough, so some seeds are started indoors to give the plants a head start.

Spring is an especially fickle time of the year, and Colorado weather can play cruel tricks on gardeners. Despite the well-known unpredictability of spring weather along the Front Range, many garden centers stock pallets of colorful annuals in late April or early May, relying on a gardener’s eagerness to get planting the moment the weather turns warm. After a pleasant afternoon of planting petunias, that same night frost might destroy the day’s efforts. Then back to the garden center we go.
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Even when the thermometer reads 70 degrees, it’s best to resist the siren call of early planting until after the average last frost date. The last frost date is the final day in spring when the area might have a killing frost.

The dates are only averages, based on years of weather data. May 2 is the last frost date for the Denver area, if you want a 50 percent confidence level of avoiding a killing frost, according to CSU Extension. The longer you wait to plant, the higher the confidence level. May 18 has a 90 percent confidence level of avoiding frost, but keep in mind the weather-weary Denver gardeners of 1951: That’s when their last frost date was June 2.

Colorado Springs, at an elevation of 6,035 feet, has an average growing season of May 15 to October 10. But the earliest fall frost was September 3, 1962.

The last frost date for areas in the central Rocky Mountains, like Carbondale, can range from June 5 to 10. Areas in southwestern Colorado, like Durango, can have June frosts, too. In these areas gardeners delay planting outside or depend on a variety of plant protectors to keep plants warm during chilly times.

You can adjust the dates of the first and last killing frost for your area using elevation information. Use the frost dates for Denver and count forward or backward one day for each 100-foot change in elevation above or below 5,280 feet. This gives you the average frost date for your location. But remember, microclimates in your area can affect the amount of frost damage. A south-facing area of the yard may be able to withstand frost better than a low spot on the north side of the house.




Colorado’s Wild Weather

Colorado gardeners should be prepared for everything when it comes to weather. We have four distinct seasons but that doesn’t mean they’re predictable, because sometimes they can occur all in one day. Late spring freezes can nip peach blossoms in the bud, snow can fall on the mountains in June, and hail can hit the Front Range in September. Lack of precipitation in August singes turfgrass, but an October blizzard can break the limbs of trees still in full leaf.

The Western Slope has weather patterns so different from the Front Range, it deserves a separate forecast by area meteorologists. The temperature averages aren’t that much different from the averages along the Front Range, but the spring weather is more consistent on the Western Slope because of its lower elevation and more frost-free days.

The area around Grand Junction provides ideal conditions for growing plums, pears, peaches, cherries, and grapes. In addition to the tasty fruits, this part of the state is also known as Colorado’s wine country.

On the other side of the divide, fluctuating temperatures create a freeze-thaw cycle that presents different growing conditions for Front Range gardeners. Denver can have a temperate 60-degree day in January followed by a snowstorm the very next day. Late spring frosts occur at the most inopportune times—when leaf buds have started to open or when fruit trees have blossomed, killing all chances for juicy peaches later in the season.

If you’re a Front Range gardener, you’ll need a little more planning, preparation, and patience than our gardening friends on the Western Slope. For instance, if you want to grow fruit trees and grape vines, select hardy cultivars with a shorter growing season. CSU Extension can provide recommendations for these hardy trees and plants.

In addition to frost-free days, other weather factors include annual precipitation and severe weather.


Annual Precipitation

Colorado’s precipitation is decidedly unpredictable. It’s not uncommon for one corner of the state to be suffering from drought, while the opposite corner is dealing with spring flooding. There are many years when residents in the mountains are still making snow angels in March while folks in lower elevations continue to wait for significant amounts of precipitation. “We really need the moisture” is a common refrain from gardeners and growers, depending where the weather is the driest at any given moment. Drought is certainly harmful on its own, but drought also stresses trees, leaving them vulnerable to insect pests and disease. Wildfires are one example of the problems severe drought can leave behind. Instead of a wildfire season, destructive fires can now happen any time of the year, like the wind-driven Marshall Fire that started on December 30, 2021.

When storms start in the Pacific Ocean, they move eastward and lose moisture as they cross the mountains. The Front Range may or may not receive precipitation from these storms. Storms that move in from the north typically don’t carry enough moisture to help with winter precipitation, but snowstorms that move into the state from the south have the potential for snowfall measured in feet.

Our dry winters, combined with low humidity, can be particularly hard on perennial plants, trees, and shrubs. Dry winter soils can heave and crack, exposing roots and making them vulnerable to drying winds. The damage won’t show until spring when tree branches are dead and perennial plants show up stunted or don’t return at all.

The best way to protect your landscape is to select cold- and drought-hardy perennial plants, trees, and shrubs. You can also plan ahead for a lack of precipitation and little or no snow cover by adding extra mulch at the end of the season. Place mulch at least 4 inches thick to help retain moisture, to prevent soil cracking, and to protect roots from temperature fluctuations.

Check soil moisture throughout the months of October through February. Keep an eye on the thermometer and provide supplemental water once a month when the air and soil temperatures reach 40 degrees, especially when there’s no snow cover. Watering during winter helps keep the roots of trees, lawns, and woody shrubs hydrated.

Trees need to be watered slowly to about 12 inches deep. Water early in the day to prevent the water from freezing on the ground. You can use a deep-root fork or needle, sprinkler, or soaker hose. Be sure to place the deep-root fork about 8 inches into the soil and move the water around the tree’s dripline. Chapter 2 provides more information about Colorado’s challenging water situation.




Severe Weather Warning

Colorado weather can be wild at times. Thunderstorms, lightning, flash floods, and tornadoes are some of the severe weather hazards Coloradans face. Mountain areas might be hit with blizzards and freezing temperatures while the plains remain dry. Spring storms can cause havoc on the Eastern Plains while weather on the Western Slope is mild. The state’s main highways, Interstates 25, 70, and 76, might be forced to close due to ice, snow, or wind—sometimes all three. Severe storm warnings and the more serious storm watches are frequently issued throughout the state.

A discussion of Colorado’s wild weather wouldn’t be complete without mentioning hail. If you live on the Front Range to the Eastern Plains, whenever you hear the word thunderstorm, you think hail. March usually signals the start of hail season, with June and July having the highest number of storms. Monsoon season is typically mid-June through the end of September, when thunderstorms roll though the state almost daily in the afternoons. Gardeners and their gardens are especially vulnerable during this time. At the first sign of lightning or thunder, gardeners should put down their shovels and go inside. Colorado is one of the top ten states in which fatal lightning strikes occur.

The eastern half of the state is especially prone to severe hailstorms. The combination of where the plains sit in relation to the Rocky Mountains and clashing wind currents from the east is the recipe for a perfect thunderstorm. The costliest hailstorm (so far) in Colorado’s recent history fell on May 8, 2017. That storm featured baseball-size hailstones that caused more than $2.3 billion in property damage. Limon, in the northeastern part of the state, has an average of ten days with hail each year. On the Western Slope, Grand Junction averages only one storm with hail each year.

Hail can turn a lush garden into shreds in only a matter of minutes. I remember one midsummer morning admiring the tomato plants in my garden. They were tall and loaded with blossoms. That afternoon those same plants were pummeled to the ground by a fast-moving thunderstorm that dropped enough large hail to cover the ground. Other parts of the city weren’t touched by the storm.

Even though my veggie garden was left in tatters, the rest of the landscape shrugged off the storm. The ornamental grasses were bent but still standing. Perennials, like Agastache and Penstemon, were missing only a few flowers, and the evergreens were just slightly bruised.

There was no hope for the tomato, pepper, or cucumber plants. Once the blossoms were crushed and the leaves shredded, there wasn’t much left of those plants, although the shreds made good mulch. On the other hand, the basil plants were large enough to have intact leaves near the bottom and they started growing again. Petunias were cut back and other annuals pruned. If it had been earlier in the season, I would have headed back to the garden center for a few replacement plants. I was encouraged to see the smashed foliage on the daylilies grew back nicely just two weeks later.

Hail is inevitable for gardeners living east of the mountains. It’s impossible to protect every plant from hail, but you can reduce some of the damage. Healthy plants will bounce back sooner than plants suffering from lack of moisture, disease, or insect pests. It’s also helpful to record weather events on a gardening calendar so you can understand why issues show up with trees and plants in the future.

Here are some steps to protect your landscape:


	 Select hardy varieties of plants, especially native plants. They’re well adapted to Colorado’s weather.

	 Plant vegetable varieties and cultivars with the shortest number of days to maturity.

	 Let taller plants protect shorter plants; use plants with strong foliage canopies to protect fruits and vegetables.

	 Choose plants with narrow leaves that can withstand pelting rain and hail.

	 Place plants closer together to offer groups of protection.

	 Limit flowering plants that have large leaves that are easily shredded in a hailstorm.

	 Use natural features in the yard as protection for less-hardy plants. Sheltered areas near fences, under overhangs, close to the house, or under trees will protect more-delicate plants.

	 Keep trees pruned to prevent damage to branches during severe weather.

	 Build a sturdy structure to shield valuable crops.

	 Place plant containers on rolling stands to move them if needed.

	 Use hail cloth (anti-hail netting) over vulnerable plants.

	 Keep protective tarps, sheets, blankets, boxes, or other covers handy to throw over containers or favorite garden crops.


	Understand and embrace the natural impermanence of a garden.

	 Remember that while hail can be hard on gardens, it can ruin an entire growing season for Colorado farmers.



As destructive as hail can be, flooding can be even more devastating. In September 2013, days of nonstop torrential rain along the Front Range caused unprecedented and devastating flooding. Several people lost their lives, thousands of homes were damaged, and hundreds of miles of roads were destroyed, cutting off many mountain communities from critical resources. Whether drought, wildfires, thunderstorms, or hail, Colorado’s wild weather is certain to leave a lasting impression.










CHAPTER TWO


 Focusing on Water Issues
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Frederic Remington depicted many scenes of the American West in his paintings, but the one called Fight for the Water Hole is especially poignant. Created in 1903, the sparse prairie landscape shows five trail-worn cowboys, rifles drawn, protecting a small pool of water. This painting illustrates a grim reality about life on the old frontier: Water was worth fighting—and dying—for.

Fortunately, those kinds of water wars are over. Now fights over water rights are waged in courtrooms. Our state’s water laws are complex and confusing. For the typical gardener, terms like “doctrine of prior appropriation” and “senior and junior water rights” are best left to lawyers who specialize in dealing with water conflicts.

In some parts of the country, there’s enough precipitation that homeowners don’t need to irrigate their lawns. That’s a luxury Colorado gardeners might never know. In years of higher-than-normal precipitation, our landscapes can look luxurious because it takes just a little extra moisture to keep Kentucky bluegrass green. The problems start when no extra moisture falls from the sky.

Gardeners may understand matters of water scarcity better than most. Only a gritty gardener knows what it’s like to try to keep a landscape alive while following watering rules and restrictions in the middle of a scorching summer.

The state’s annual precipitation is so meager, we almost qualify as a desert. The annual average is just 17 inches, and that’s the average for the entire state. Even though it’s surrounded by mountains, the San Luis Valley in south-central Colorado may receive only 7 to 10 inches of precipitation over an entire year.

During my master gardener training, I learned a lot about horticulture, but the most interesting topic dealt with Colorado’s water issues. There were a lot of facts tossed around the classroom that day, but there’s one fact that really stuck with me: There will always be a drought somewhere in Colorado.


We’re in Hot Water

While we have a somewhat wetter outlook than states in the Southwest, water is always a critical issue in the arid West. Managing our water resources responsibly and efficiently is a high priority. For many years, I attended the Land and Water Summit (formerly the Xeriscape Council of New Mexico’s annual conference) in Albuquerque. Each year I’d listen intently as water experts from across the country discussed solutions to our country’s water issues. During one “Growth, Water & Sustainability” panel discussion, seven experts presented seven solutions for dealing with current and future water challenges. None could agree on the best approach.

I’ve seen movies depicting terrifying natural disasters, but no bit of fiction ran chills down my spine faster than listening to one of the conference presenters. Robert Glennon, one of the nation’s preeminent water experts, said, “We can’t make more water. All that is, is.” And when it’s gone, it’s gone.

Glennon said “Americans are spoiled” when it comes to water. He’s right. When we turn on the tap, we expect clean water to come flowing out. But as more demands are placed on our shrinking water supplies, we can’t afford to be spoiled any longer.

Production agriculture may account for the majority of water used in our state (86 percent), but gardeners play an important role in managing water resources, too. If you garden in Colorado, you know that your landscape won’t survive without some supplemental irrigation, but do you really want to use 50 percent of your water budget outside during the summer? I’d rather save water to use for drinking, cooking, and taking a shower.

Colorado gardeners can always be better stewards of our water resources by reducing the amount of water used in the landscape. Mandatory watering restrictions can make a significant contribution to water conservation during times of drought. Continuing conservation efforts, like the “use only what you need” campaign, led to a 22 percent reduction in Denver’s water usage from 2002 to 2015. Now Denver Water is promoting ways to use water more efficiently. Every month in the summer customers can get an outdoor water use report based on the size of their landscape. Because of my ongoing efforts to conserve water, the report typically shows I’m about 8,000 gallons under my efficiency target every month in summer. My yard still has about 100 square feet of green lawn, trees, shrubs, dozens of water-wise perennial plants, and plenty of fruits and vegetables.

The worst approach to trying to conserve water is to dig up all the lawn and replace it with rocks or artificial turf. We need some lawn areas, especially if there are trees, shrubs, and other plants that depend on irrigation as their water source.


Rainwater Harvesting No Longer a Muddy Issue

It’s hard to believe, but rain barrels used to be illegal in Colorado. The Colorado Division of Water Resources, the agency responsible for protecting water rights, explained it was “permissible to direct residential downspouts toward landscaped areas,” but you couldn’t collect or store rainwater because the rain that falls on your property doesn’t belong to you. That water is considered part of the tributary to a natural stream and should be allowed to run off.

But rainwater harvesting became legal in Colorado in 2016. People are now allowed a maximum of two rain barrels with a combined capacity of 110 gallons at each single-family house or multifamily unit of four or fewer units. Rain barrels take some work to install and maintain. Even with a couple of rain barrels, there’s still a need for supplemental water.

While it’s also okay to divert your shower warm-up water into a bucket to water the rhubarb, using gray water in the landscape is a different story. Gray water is household wastewater from baths, showers, sinks, and washing machines, and using that in the landscape isn’t allowed either—yet. As the need for water continues to grow and supplies shrink, recycling and reusing water may become an important part of the state’s water plan. Your city’s water department can answer questions about specific water rules in your area.

In addition to directing downspouts, filling rain barrels, and reusing clear wastewater, here are five other ways to make use of rainwater before it leaves your landscape:


	Plant a rain garden. A rain garden is a sunken bed or depression in the landscape where water naturally pools. These gardens capture runoff, especially polluted runoff, using a natural filtration process. Place the garden away from the house and foundation, and make it as formal or wild as you like with the plantings. Typical rain garden plants include cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis), blue flag iris (Iris versicolor or I. virginica), red-twig dogwood (Cornus sericea), sweet flag (Acorus gramineus), and lady fern (Athyrium filix-femina).

	Use rock or gravel mulch. Inorganic mulches, like rocks of different sizes, help rainwater seep into the soil more slowly, preventing runoff.


	Direct water on slopes. Dig wide, shallow trenches, called swales, to reroute water so it stays on the landscape as long as possible.

	Build low berms. Divert and slow water runoff with low berms that are built up with soil and are most effective when used in combination with swales.

	Plant in sunken beds. Borrow an ancient rainwater harvesting method from Native Americans in arid regions by planting in sunken depressions that look like a waffle. Waffle gardens can catch and hold on to limited rainfall, especially if used with rock or gravel mulch.



The Residential Precipitation Collection bill (HB16-1005) led to allowing rain barrels to catch and hold water from residential rooftops. There’s sure to be more emphasis for water conservation at all levels like the following:


	 HB19-1050 encourages the use of xeriscape in common interest communities.

	 HB22-1151 allows for turf replacement programs by water providers, sometimes called “cash for grass” programs.

	 SB23-178 removes barriers to water-wise landscapes in communities managed by HOAs (homeowners associations).

	 SB24-005 prohibits local governments from allowing installation or placement of nonessential turf, artificial turf, or invasive plant species on commercial, institutional, or industrial property, parking lots, medians, etc.



Some cities, like Castle Rock, are requiring new developments to plant low- to very-low-water plants instead of turfgrass in front yards. Other cities (Broomfield, Grand Junction, Fort Collins, etc.) are limiting the amount of nonessential turf by a percentage or amount of square feet, like “45 percent or 500 square feet, whichever is smaller.”
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