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The U.S. Drought Monitor
Let’s Talk Water

I sometimes feel like a broken record. It’s another hot summer with little, 
if any rain, and stream flows on the rivers dropping. Well here it is again, 
September 2018, and nothing has changed over the last four or five years 
except that it may be getting worse. This year we have come through the 
second driest May on record, a June that gave us less than 1” of rainfall, 
zero measurable rainfall in July and, so far, have endured 28 days with 
temperatures in excess of 90 degrees (historical average is about 11”). Truth 
be told, we have been experiencing hotter summers for almost two decades. 
Since 2000, the average is 15 90-degree days per year.  Oregon has been in 
a consistent state of drought since 2014 and according to the State Drought 
Monitor (see maps below), only four of the last 18 years have been anywhere 
near typical in rainfall or snow pack. Perhaps these types of extremes will 
become the new normal. As water consumers, we can do a better job of how 
we manage our water in the summer, so if these extremes become more 
frequent, our usage is not so dramatically affected. We can become more 
engaged in how we manage our landscapes, be more aware of the impact 
excessive water usage can have on our water system, not just on costs of 
operation and production, but also on our infrastructure and environment. 

From June through September, we will typically use 1/2 to 2/3 of all the water 
that we will use for an entire year. Average homeowners will typically place 
30% to 50% more water on their yards than what the plants require. Where 
does that excess water go? It either evaporates or runs off of our yards and 
into the storm system - carrying with it top soil, fertilizers, pesticides and all 
manner of street pollutants. Eventually, it will end up in the creeks, streams, 
lakes and rivers and finally into the ocean. Some of it will leach down into the 
aquifers adding many of those same pollutants into the ground water. If you’ll 
permit me to state the obvious, plants do not need “treated” water to thrive!   

But at present, Lake Oswego has no other source of water for that purpose, so 
it falls on us to be prudent and minimize our excesses.

We get our water from the Clackamas River and we are tied to it by a 
system of pumps and pipes. (See a short video about the Clackamas River: 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=nJDFWk_MPPc) It is not magic that makes 
water appear in our faucets, showers or sprinklers, it is a costly process of 
maintenance and management. While this year our river is holding strong and 
so far has adequate flows, we should not forget that there is a limit to what 
it can supply. The snow and rain is what sustains the Clackamas River and, in 
turn, the river sustains us. For the last few years, this snow and rain has been 
either absent, diminutive or inconsistent, to say the least. 

The water we use is neither free, nor valueless. It is second only to air as 
the most necessary ingredient for life to exist. I would encourage you to 
take a good hard look at how you are managing the water you use in your 
landscapes, how you are watering your plants and lawns, and then ask yourself 
why you are doing it that way. If the answer is “this is how I’ve always done 
it” or if you don’t really have an answer, then please read on. In the June 2018 
issue, I showed you an easy method for calculating your landscapes summer 
watering need. It is a starting point to help you create a more vibrant and 
long-lived landscape, one that is less sensitive to the whims of nature.

For more information, including the current Drought Monitor, visit http://
droughtmonitor.unl.edu/. 

Bring Back the Pollinators
How You Can Help Conserve Native Bees
Please join us on September 9 to learn about North America’s 
native bees and butterflies, and what you can do to provide the 
habitat they need in gardens and other greenspaces.

At this workshop, you will learn about native bees’ importance to 
our environment and food supply, and the straightforward steps 
you can take to create lasting change in our urban landscapes 
and help make your home native bee friendly.

The workshop is free, but registration is required. Each participant 
will receive a packet of information, including a copy of the best-
selling book, Attracting Native Pollinators.

Time and location - from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. at Tualatin Hills 
Nature Park, 15655 SW Millikan Way, Beaverton. Please bring 
your own lunch and a refillable water bottle. 

Registration closes on September 3. For more information and to 
register, go to:  https://xerces.org/

Turf Facts
In the world of lawn grasses there are many oft repeated management 
methodologies. While some may be based upon research and best management 
strategies, many are based less on fact and more on convenience or tradition. Here is 
some information to help you weed through the brush to get to the root of what your 
lawn actually needs based upon how it lives.

Turf types:  While there exists a host of different varieties or species of lawn 
grasses, they are all generally lumped into two groups based upon their response 
to temperature: warm season varieties and cool season varieties. In our neck of the 
woods, it is typically cool season varieties that are planted.

Cool season:  As the name suggests, our lawns do not like heat. Cool season 
grasses thrive (do their best work) when the outside temperature is between 60 
and 85 degrees Fahrenheit (F) and the ground temperature is between 50 and 
65 degrees F. Once the extremes are hit, two things begin to happen: the blades 
(leaves) begin to lose their ability to transpire (move) water onto their surfaces 
and the roots (that pull the water into the plant) begin to function less efficiently. 
Basically the plant is trying to go dormant, to hibernate if you will. It does not 
function well in high heat, it wants a mid-summer siesta. The grass is not dying as 
some folks would believe.

Fertilization:  Do a soil test! Without knowing what is currently in the soil, you 
can’t possibly know what is needed or how much you may need. Excessive fertilizer 
applications are known to cause huge problems in the environment; algae blooms, 
excessive marine plant growth, oxygen depletion to name a few. Don’t forget nitrous 
oxide, one of the big three green house gasses behind carbon dioxide and methane. 
Fertilizing in the summer is not the best time, cool season turf likes it in the fall and 
early spring.

Mowing:  2-3 inches in the spring and fall, 4 inches in the summer. Never cut more 
than 1/3 of the blade per cutting and make sure your blades are sharp. It takes 
energy for the grass to repair damage, and that kind of energy is not easy  for our 
type of grass to maintain during the summer. 
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Adding water:  With a few variables based on exposure to the sun, wind and 
a high amount of heat reflective and retaining hardscape (asphalt, concrete, 
bricks etc.) surrounding it, turf will typically do well on 1” to 1 ½” of water weekly 
from mid-June through mid- September. It will do well with water being applied 
about three times a week. Using this method of scheduling will ensure your yard 
is healthy, the grass never goes completely dormant and you’ll lower your water 
usage. (Use the example in the June 2018 issue to help determine what your 
individual area(s) may need) Your schedule should look something like this:

Aeration and thatching:  Never in the summer. Spring and fall only. Rake up 
the plugs. The purpose of aerating is to loosen the soil and allow air and water to 
permeate the soil to promote root growth. A good idea is to get some ¼-10 minus 
gravel, gardening pumice or bio-char (http://nwbiochar.org/) and rake it into the 
holes. Don’t worry about a thin layer on top as this will easily be incorporated into 
the turf. 

Excessive thatch:  Thatch is not grass clippings, it is a layer of roots,stems and 
stolons on the surface of the soil. A depth of thatch more than ½“  is detrimental. 
Thatch is by and large hydrophobic (resists water) and will inhibit water and 
nutrient infiltration in to the soil (think thatched roof).

Common questions:
Can I water my grass a little every day in the afternoon to keep it cool?
Watering in the afternoon provides little if any benefit to the overall health of the 
grass and subjects most of that water to higher levels of heat and solar radiation. 
The majority of the water will evaporate. You also risk burning the grass blades 
which are already affected by the heat. Moist soils retain heat. Adding an afternoon 
sprinkling, while at first may cool the surface, will actually retain heat. It also 
creates a moist warm environment perfect for diseases, and bacteria. Additional 
water can also limit or restrict available oxygen for the root system. A plant can 
suffer the same fate from too much water as it will from too little; it suffocates.

Should I water my grass every day for just a few minutes?
If the volume of water being put down is not sufficient to infiltrate through the soil 
and does not reach the depth of the root system, then the plant will develop roots 
only on the surface where the water is readily available. Shallow roots - weak plant.

Grass Options:        
Brown:  Great for little used areas of your yard. 
Perfect for vacant areas. Still holds soil against 
erosion. Not dead; dormant (sleeping). Requires 
infrequent if any mowing. Still needs to be 
watered, but only about once per month and 
with at least one inch of water.  Savings on water 
use: about 95%.

Pinto (lighter green with yellowish areas): 
We call this stressed or stress managed. Perfect 
for general residential lawns. Less mowing 
required. Still handles traffic, provides some 
aesthetics and, since it is not dormant, can be 
“greened  up” in a week or so by increasing 
water. This allows you to improve the appearance 
and playability for planned events. When the 
event is over, back the watering down to the 
normal schedule. Savings on water use: 30 to 
40%.

Green green:  Aesthetically pleasing for some 
folks. High maintenance, frequent mowing. 
Provides cooling (up to 15°) out to 10’ around a 
patio or house, beyond that, the cooling effects 
are insignificant. Requires frequent watering 
and amendments. Perfection is rarely achieved. 
Expensive. Savings on water use:  0% - actually 
increases water usage.

TurfContinued from page 1

Conservation High 5s
This season’s high 5s go out to the 47 residents of Lake Oswego 
and the 14 residents in Tigard that have had audits performed on 
their properties this year. 

I would also like to give a special high 5 to Councilors Jackie 
Manz, Jeff Gudman and Mayor Kent Studebaker for utilizing the 
Audit program at their residences. Nice to know our city leaders 
not only talk the conservation talk, but that they walk the walk as 
well. 

Finally, really high high 5s to the folks at Eaglescrest 
Condominiums and especially Adriana Díaz-Rocha for working 
with the City and helping to facilitate the process so that all of 
their residents were able to replace their aging inefficient toilets 
with new high efficient models. When the 
project is completed, they will have 
replaced and recycled 45 + 
old toilets. This effort 
will save about 350 
gallons of water per day 
or upwards of 126,000 
gallons off of their water 
usage annually. Congrats to 
all and thanks for doing your 
part.

Plant Du Jour
Got a little area in your yard that you don’t want to water anymore 
or a sunny deck or patio area crying for some color? Here is an idea 
that might work well for you. 

Lewisia rediviva - Pursh
lewisia rediviva, commonly known as bitter root, is a northwest 
native and traditionally a very important food plant for Native 
Americans. It thrives in sunny rocky well drained soils and needs no 
special care once established. You will need to pick a mostly sunny 
area and you might have to do a little revamping of the soils to 
make it work, but get some of these plants established and it will be 
well worth the effort.

Do a little prep work before planting. Bring in some rock and gravel 
and maybe a bit of sand into the area you intend to plant. For 
containers, add a little soil into the mix. Shape the planting area as 
you like, but keep in mind these little beauties don’t grow real tall so 
you may want to create some visibility into the area you’ve chosen. 
Creating planting pockets into the rocks or add some interest with a 
sort of sloped or mounded appearance.  For the container folks, just 
fill that pot right up to the top. 

Get some seeds 
or started plants 
and you’re in 
business. These 
plants require 
little if any 
special care 
to get going. 
When planted 
as seeds, it will 
take about two 
seasons to form 
the rosette, but 
you can find 
starts which will 
definitely get 
you to blooming season faster. Like all natives, plant in the fall after 
the first rain and add only minimal if any water during the summer. 
You won’t need to worry about amendments either, these plants 
thrive really well in poor soils. Just make sure that your container or 
garden area allows the water to drain through, root rot is the most 
common problem to growing Bitter root and there is little pest or 
disease issues with these plants. Have fun!

• Family Portulacaceae 
• USDA hardiness 4, 5, 6, 7, 8
• Flower Color Pink/white
• Known Hazards None known
• Habitats  Gravelly to heavy, usually dry soils. Rocky 

dry soils of valleys, or on foothills, stony 
slopes, ridges and mountain summits


