As we lurch from drought to
downpour, how do we keep our
gardens looking good? National
Trust and RHS gardeners offer
some advice we can all use

by LUCY HALL

he long. hot summer of BTG

1% seared on Che memories

of thage who lived through (.

After an f:::-rphnn.:ilh‘ dry

12 months, the meroury soared

on 23 June and barely dipped

for two months of recond
breaking heat and drought in the southern
half of Britain,

Parched earth, siandpipes and ssnburn
wete Lhe normn, while we were urged Lo save
warer and “bath with a friend’.

IE remaing the :.-.4.nib..:irl: ..l.]:!,.:in':'. which all
subsequent dry, bot summers are measured
and iv's still the hoatest summer on record for
IEE AVCFARE MAXImMUm emperatures

Five decades on, the headlines have barely
changed - with record temperatures in England
and Wales, depleted reservoirs, and homes oul
off from mains water. What's different from
50 years ago bx thae a month of fain - as fell in
Sepoember 1970, breaking the drought - won't
serlve our water probdems

Demand far ouisirips supply on the hoties
days. Some houschalds in Kent can no longer
turn an the taps and assume that water will
flow. Within 25 years, it's predicoed demand
will surpass supply by 5 billion litres of water
per day in England and Wales - equivalent
1o one-third of our daily water use right now

"What's changed from the 19705 is we're
griting mone extreme weal her - wil h hatter,
drier summers and Warmer, weller winoess,
caplainz the Royal Hortiouliural Society's
water expert, senior scientist Dr Micholas
Cryer, "S0 rather than thinking this will pass
and we'll ger back 1o normal, we've got 1o
recognise that extremes are the new normal,
%0 our gardening praciices must change”

Micholas is exploring ways to help the
seciety’s five public gardens remain beautiful
in the face of these extremes, amd embsed
new methods that home gardeners can easlly
replicate. But il your usual approach is to turn
o the hose in high summer, e has bad news.

“We're not going to be able to wse mains
waler [or gardening in the future.” Micholas
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warna, ‘Evern i it's not formally banned
outright, | think it will beoome socially
unacceptable. Moving prople away from
uging mains drinking water on gardens 1o
rainwater and grey water will do a lot to make
gardening sustainable,’

It srarts in the ground under our feer,
explains Nicholas. ‘In a typbeal British garden,
the potential for water capture in the soil
ix huge where the space is planted, not
paved - meaning less run-off invo drains
and less "-:H.u.hrljl'

To ereate water-holding soll, never leave bt
bare and avoid too much digging, both of
which cause evaporation, he advises, Planting
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borders with overlapping
layers of trees, shrubs and
perennials means the
foliage will absorb rain
while shading the ground
bencath, kecping it cooler
than if left bare. Mulching
in autumn and spring
with compost or chipped
bark - improves the soil's
structure and boosis s
ability bo retain moisture.
And unless your sodl is
highly compacted - as

it can be in new buaild
homes - he suggests going
na-dig in vour borders, 1o
improve soil strecture and
water halding

Nicholas is also keen to
proanote shade in our gardens. While this
would once have been seen as a problem,
the cooling effect of sitting under a tree is
weleoana rellel. “Shade can give you maybe six
degrees of cooling on a hot day.” he explains.
“You'll get a couple more from svaporation - 5o
a lealy canopy, with multiple lavers of planting,
is good for vou, for water use and biodiversity.

The fashion for replacing lawns could
alzo wane, he suggesta, onoe apprecialbon
grows that they're not just good for birds and
wildlife, but are brilliant for water storage
and lowering temperarures.

The single biggest thing vou can do o zawe
water in a drought is not water your lawn,
says Nicholas. *But we want a green lawn in the
summeer because of the cooling effect from
evaporation, so how can we retain that effect?
Part of the answer is grey water. We think
people can capere 80 vo 70 litres per day Trom
washing-up and showers, which is more than
most gardens currently need. Grey water is fine
tov Lpsae oo r Ehie surmimeer thﬂﬂ]‘! TEVET o8t J-lul':,'
veg - bt any longer and there's a risk of salts
building up in planis. In the end, s down o
how we prioritise our limited resources.”

Lawns and plaming choloes are also under
review across the National Trust's 180 historic
gardens and parks, as it plans for the future
fn achanging climate, Routine watering
gtapped a1 all Trust properiies tn 2025, even
tconic gardens such as Sissinghurst and
Hidcote, while many grassy areas are left 1o
grow longer. As horticultural adviser Rebecca
Bevan explains: “We have to garden with
the climate we have, and if a plant nesds
constant watertng, it's the wrong plant in the
wrong place.
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*We have to garden with the
climate we have... if a plant
needs constant watering, it's the
wrong plant in the wrong place’

‘B0 we're asking our teams to look at their
capacity for change. And unless a planting

scheme is historically significant - like at
Meatizfont - niow ix the time 1o adape”

Some of the results have been surprising. she
admits, M's given teams the chance o observe
what genuinely copes. And at both Hidcote and
Sissimphuirst, they feel they're training chedr
plants to be more resilient than expected.

Plants naturally draw upon the water that's
available but if this reduces, she explains, they
respord by altering their water uptake and,
in time, adapting their leaves to reduce water
loss, g0 elfectively making themselves more
drought tolerant.

Meanwhile, same gardens on heavy clay, or
in bow-lying areas, are alzo dealing with winter
wit alongside summer drought. Finding plants
that tolerate both extremes is challenging, she
ays, but not i mpostible,

Rebecca is compiling a database of plants
that are coping best, to help teams make
more sustainable choices and reduce their @
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@ dependence on annuals
and containers.

“It's early days, but we're
secing some patterns, she
says. ‘Among perennials, deeper

raocted umbels seem very talerant
of extremes. And modern shrub roses bred
for disease-resistance are also proving
tix b resilicnn.”

The biggest lesson for home gardeners from
across Lhe Trusts gardens i that autumn is
the mew planting season. “Spring is no longer
reliable, because the ground warms up and
dries out, then we get cold winds or sedden
heat,” explains Rebecca. “September and
Owetober are much more dependable,
Do your litting, dividing and
planting then, when the soil is
warm and miodst, and weTe
heading into a wet winter.

Planting in autumn allows
youl Lo scale back on plant sise
going big in spring for impact
is ihe road io high-mainicnance
disaster. says Kebeccas °A small
plant in aurenn establishes far
better than a big plam in spring, as it
maore resilient and needs far less water,
It costs you less and gives vou a bigger
impact in the end.”

This new approach to gardening. with
a reduced planting palette, altered timings
and alernative approaches, needs us all vo
think differently, Rebecea belicves,

We know 1hal most vigitors lollow our
lead. so we've decided we can't maintain the
charade of green lawns through summer,

Light and
shade
Clockwise
fram eape
rale uae of
natwral cover;
water barts

metier more
than ewer;
Sapsinghursy
Casvtle and
Garden

10 WAYS TO CUT WATER USE

1. Capture svery drop
install water butts wherever you can.

1. Line terracotia pots
Terracotta dries quickby. Line with plastic compost
bags to slow evaporation and cut watering.

3. Plant fewer but bigger pots
Containers are thirsty. Reduce the mamber,
retieing thirsty small pars in favour of larger ores.

&. Plant in autumn - not spring

#Autumn planting means warm soil, regular rain
and less watering. Use 9cm pots, bare-roat or
plug plants, which setthe faster with less water.

5. Boost soil health

Irmproved sai holds water. Add compost, mulch
if plamting isn't possible, underplant bare areas
arcund trees/shrubs, and don't compact wet soil.

4. Choose desp-roated plants

Use plants that cope in both drought and
wiriber wat, suth as sanguisorba, persicarna,
weranicastrum, and medern shruls roses.

7. Lot lawna rest
Brown susmimer lavns recover with autumn rain,

8. Ratire the sprinkler
Orne haur can use 1,000 bres of water = pwo
duys' worth for & typical family.

9. Water desply - not often
Souk tha soi thoroughly. Shallew,
frequent watering encourages weak,
purface-level roota,

10, Svop watering plants that
AR 'L COPE
If a plant needs constant watering
fo survive, replace it with samething
batter suwted to your condiiena,

she savs, ‘Al water is precious, and we
have a responsibility vo influence
public opinion.

‘We need a cultural shift away from the
instant “big reveal” in spring and expectations
of immaculate lawns and constant eolowr.
Were moving 1o the honesty of resilient
gardens, where we match planis to the
conditions that let them thrive. And they're
all the maore beautiful for that” %
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