
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

 
It’s obvious that we seem to be stuck in a pattern of dry weather this growing season.  Some parts of 

Northern New York are in the middle of a moderate drought.  Rain is predicted, but it never seems to 

materialize in quantities that will relieve our plants. The rule of thumb is that vegetable gardens need an inch 

of water per week.  The rainfall we have received has not been adequate.  And this dry period is occurring 

when plants need water the most—during fruit set and fruit development. 

So what is a gardener to do?  Well, if you are lucky enough to have a good source of water, the easy answer is 

to irrigate.  If this option is available you should water early in the day (before 10 am) and water at the 

ground level.  You will use less water because the evaporation rate is lower in the morning.  Watering the 

ground around the plants and not spraying the whole plant also saves water and reduces the possibility of 

disease. 

       For the rest of us that rely on Mother Nature for  

       irrigation, mulches are the best option.  They cover the 

       soil so that moisture is retained for a longer period of 

       time.  They also block out weeds which compete with our 

       plants for water.  Sources of mulch can vary from  

       expensive (bagged bark mulch) to things that can be 

       gathered from the home or garden.  Leaves are a good 

       mulch, but you would have had to anticipate our drought 

last fall!  Grass clippings are also a good option, but most lawns are brown and not growing.  If you have 

those sources—great!  If not, try newspaper or cardboard—both will break down over the winter if you don’t 

get around to removing them from the garden.  Mulches should be applied when the ground is moist, so put 

them down after irrigation or rainfall (if we ever get any!). 

Another economical way to get water in the garden is to use plastic soda bottles or milk jugs.  Poke a few 

holes in the bottom, place them next to the plants and fill them with water.  They will slowly water the 

plants, similar to soaker hoses or trickle irrigation. 

“Do I need to water my trees?”  This is a common question                     

during dry periods.  Mature, healthy trees do not need water.            

Their root systems are very extensive and they can easily cope            

with dry periods.  In fact, most trees can handle two seasons               

of drought conditions without a problem.  Young trees are                   

another issue—if you have trees that are less than 4 years old,           

they are in an establishment phase and therefore do not have               

extensive root systems.  
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or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
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These trees need an inch of water per week or they will die or become seriously stressed.  Again, the slow 
trickle method works best.  Put a couple of holes in a five gallon bucket and place the bucket next to the tree.  
Fill the bucket twice a week during dry periods.  Mulch is also an excellent option for trees—as long as it is 
applied correctly!  Mulch layers should never be more than 3 inches thick and should never be piled up 
against or even touch the tree trunk! 
 
Because of climate change, we will continue to experience more drought periods in the future.  Long term 
solutions include enhancing your soil with organic matter like cow or horse manure. Both help the soil retain 
moisture.  Compost is another great soil additive that helps soil hold onto water—start a compost pile!   
 
Keep your soil healthy: 
 1) Till only one time per year—either in the Spring or Fall. 
 2) Add a source of organic matter each season. 
 3) Avoid soil compaction—do not work wet soil. 
 4) Keep the soil covered via the use of cover crops. 
 5) Do not overuse synthetic fertilizers. 
 6) Avoid pesticides. 


