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Landscaping
in Soggy Spots
www.greenbuildermedia.com 03.2014

Low-lying sites are problematic
for many plants, but the right
landscaping can absorb excess
water and turn waterlogged
trouble spots into assets.
BY JUDITH A. STOCK
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LANTS, TREES, SHRUBS and groundcover all need
water, but not too much. Therein lies the problem.
Oxygen levels decrease in saturated soils, and the
slower respiration rates can cause harmful gases to
build up around roots. Soggy conditions also favor soil
organisms that attack plant roots.
“If your yard or landscaping has poor-draining soil, it’s important
to ask why,” says David Barmon, co-owner of Fiddlehead Landscape
and Design in Portland, Oregon. “Often, wet areas are prevalent
from fall until late spring, when there’s colder weather and more
precipitation.” Observing the soggy spot over several seasons should
help you determine whether you have a problem, especially if you
live in a region with wet and dry cycles.
continued on page 40
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could be part of the issue. “Properties on hillsides often have
water moving through the landscape,” says Barmon. Ponding—
the unwanted pooling of water—is more likely to happen on
properties in flat areas.
Observe the plants that may already be growing in a wet spot;
they can be indicators of soil type. If those plants are thriving, you
don’t have a wet spot. If they’re failing to thrive, you have a problem.
Here are some telltale signs of a poorly draining spot in the
landscape:
The ground is consistently squishy.
Lawn in the wet spots grows sparse, with muddy patches, and
mowing is impossible.
Plants look wilted or sick and may eventually die.
Less well-draining areas in a garden aren’t always noticeable to
the eye. A percolation test can tell you if you have slow-draining
soil. Simply dig a hole in the earth and fill it with water, then time
how long it takes for the water to drain. If water drains at a rate
of less than one inch per hour, drainage is poor.
continued on page 41
■
■

Follow Your Nose. Poor oxygen levels in your soil make it a hotbed for anaerobic bacteria, which create a strong odor to advertise
their presence.

How Plants
Take Up Water

Signs of the Times.
Keeping an eye on
the plants that are
already growing will
tell you what kind of
soil they’re working
with—and if it’s
breathing properly.
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LANTS TAKE UP water from the soil through their
roots into the xylem, the plant’s vascular tissues. The
xylem carries water from the roots to the shoots
of the plant. The xylem is paired with the phloem,
which carries nutrients such as sugar molecules, amino acids
and hormones from the soil throughout the plant.
Much of the water taken up by plants is transpired through
the leaves. Small openings in the leaves, called the stomata,
open and close, releasing water as vapor into the atmosphere
in a process known as evapotranspiration. The rest of the
water a plant takes up is used to keep the plant alive and is
necessary for maintaining plant structure, nutrient transport and
photosynthesis—the process used to convert light energy from
the sun into chemical energy, which is later released to fuel the
plant’s activities.
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What is the native soil in your area like? Different soil types
have different drainage characteristics. In general, sandy soils
drain the fastest, silty soils drain moderately well, and clay soils
retain the most water. However, development can compromise
any soil’s drainage capacity. If your house is newer, was your soil
recently compacted by heavy equipment? In compacted soils, the
structure has collapsed to the point where roots and water can’t
move through it.
“Sometimes soil that is compacted and poorly draining will turn
a grey color,” says Barmon. A strong odor indicates the presence of
anaerobic bacteria, which thrive in soil with poor oxygen levels.
It could be that development plans weren’t a match for the
existing soil, and have increased the volume of water flowing into
an area.
“When we build houses, we create a lot of impermeable surfaces,
and then water piles and pools up and runs off our roofs or down our
driveways and then races across the lawn,” says Erin Muir, landscape
architect at The Figure Ground Studio, also in Portland. “Water pools
in places where it can’t percolate down to the water table.”
An area with slow-draining soil is typically the low spot on the
property. This might be at the bottom of a hill or just a depression
in the ground. There could also be a natural underground spring
charging the area. Water draining from an adjacent property
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HE BASIC IDEA behind improving soil drainage is
simple: improve soil structure—or the arrangement of
soil particles—to encourage more pore space for water
to pass through. Oftentimes, working in a mix of loamy soil,
sand and compost can help to improve soil drainage. Mixtures
with a high organic content work the best, and organic
amendments like composted leaves and peat moss should
be worked in deeply—up to 18 inches. The volume needed
will depend on the soil profile and degree of compaction. In
general, compacted clay soils will need the most help.
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Improving Soil
Drainage

Block Party. Bioswales and rain gardens planted
with plants appropriate for soggy areas will
help you manage your property’s drainage in an
attractive—and neighborly—way.
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MITIGATING THE WATER

Now that you’ve assessed the problem, you can decide on your
approach. One of the more traditional ways of dealing with wet
spots is to incorporate four to six inches of compost into the soil.
Adding sand will also help dry out the area. In severe cases of
soggy landscape, a drainage system can be installed to intercept
and convey water away from the wet area. Dry wells and French
drains can also be incorporated. Just remember, water pulled away
from a wet area has to go somewhere else. Sending water to the
property next door may not be the best good neighbor policy.
Instead, consider routing water to a swale or rain garden.

In the last few decades, there has been a growing interest
in rain gardens and bioswales as tools for managing water
on-site. A bioswale is a landscape element consisting of
a shallow drainage course with gently sloped sides, meant to
slow the movement of water and filter out pollutants. The swale
can be planted with vegetation, often grasses and groundcovers,
or with a combination of plants, rocks and compost. A rain
garden is a shallow ground depression planted with native
and regionally appropriate flowering plants and grasses that
trap runoff water. Rain gardens direct water into the ground
instead of allowing it to flow into nearby streets, gutters and
sewer systems; they also support wildlife, including pollinators
like bees and butterflies.
For rain gardens and soggy areas, Muir recommends going with
native plants. “You are guaranteed that those plants will deal with
the hydrologic cycle—the movement of water on, above and below
the earth’s surface—in your area, as they have adapted to the
climate already,” she explains. “Native plants will require the least
amount of care.”
When choosing plants, it’s important to know whether you’re
talking about an area that is always wet, meaning roots are under
water all of the time, or intermittently so, meaning roots are
submerged occasionally. Seasoned nursery staff will be able to
direct you to the perfect plants for your regional zone.
“There is a saying, ‘right plant, right place,’” says Barmon. “It’s
often easier to work with nature rather than against it.” Which
brings up another point: We often choose landscaping plants and
designs based on what we’ve seen in someone else’s garden, or
a magazine. Taking a more integrated approach can save money,
headaches and extra trips to the nursery.
“There is a bigger and broader perspective about the purpose of
landscaping, and that can be in a small backyard or acres and acres
in a rural setting,” says Barmon. “It comes down to understanding
and managing resources in a way that’s smart.”
Once you’ve learned to work with your site’s topography and
the water flowing in and out of it, you can expect your garden to
thrive for many years to come.
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GARDENS FOR WATERLOGGED SOIL

44

Ten Plants for Soggy Soils
Adding these plants with greater
absorbency to your landscape
is a natural method of dealing
with frequent wet conditions.

HILE ALL PLANTS absorb water to a degree,

there are certain plants known for their
ability to thrive with above average amounts
of water. Plant choices will vary, depending
on location, climate, plant hardiness zone and what’s native.
It is best to check with your local nursery for professional
help in choosing appropriate plants, shrubs, trees and
groundcover for your particular area of the country.

Willow (Salix sp.)

Vine Maple (Acer circinatum)

There are about 100 willow species native to the United States, ranging
from small shrubs to trees. Willows are easy to establish, fast-growing and
tolerant of poor, soggy soils, making them a valuable tool for stabilizing
banks in riparian restoration projects.

This deciduous shrub ranges between 10 and 20 feet in height. Vine
Maple occurs naturally in the Pacific Northwest, ranging from the Cascade
Mountains to the coast, and from Southern British Columbia to Northern
California. It likes moist soils, and often grows by stream banks.

GRASSES AND FERNS

Common Camas (Camassia quamash)

Tufted Hair Grass (Deschampsia cespitosa)

Camas is native to the Western United States, ranging from Washington
to California, and east to Montana and Utah. It grows naturally in coastal
mountain forests, and in wet and marshy inland meadows. The bulbs of
this perennial herb are edible.

This grass is frequently used for stabilizing stream banks, canals,
shorelines and upper tidal marshes, and is used in swales for biofiltration. Plants tolerate moderately moist to seasonally flooded
conditions, sunny to partially shaded environments and a wide variety
of soil types.

Quaking Aspen (Populus tremuloides)

Redosier Dogwood (Cornus sericea)

Quaking Aspen is commonly found at higher elevations across the
Northern United States. Named for its trembling foliage, this fast-growing
tree protects against soil erosion, and is commonly used to restore
riparian habitats.

This large shrub ranges from six to nine feet tall, and is used for stream
bank protection. Adapted from Ohio to Maine, and south to northern
Virginia and New Jersey, Redosier Dogwood does best well in moist
soils, even those with poor drainage. It’s a good choice for windbreaks
and slope stabilization. The dark red twigs add interest to winter gardens.

Common Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana)
Yellow-eyed Grass (Sisyrinchium californicum)
This plant grows wild along the Coast Ranges in the Western United
States. It likes full sun near the coast, and does well in the interior with
a little afternoon shade and regular water. Yellow-eyed Grass tolerates
alkaline soils with a high clay content and seasonal flooding.
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Sword Fern (Polystichum munitum)
This evergreen fern is very tough and can survive occasional dry periods.
Sword ferns are native to Western U.S. forests and may not grow well
in Eastern soils; Cinnamon Fern (Osmundastrum cinnamomea) is a
better choice for gardens east of the Mississippi. Sword ferns thrive with
consistent moisture, filtered sunlight and cooler weather.

Common Persimmon is primarily a species of the east-central and
Southeastern United States, but can thrive in a wide range of climates.
Though moist, well-drained soil provides the best condition, this smaller,
slow-growing tree is widely adaptable to many diverse locations, including
streams and river bottoms, shallow sloughs and swamp margins.

Common Pawpaw (Asimina triloba)
Found in fertile bottomland and hilly upland habitat, Pawpaw is native to
the Eastern United States. This small, thicket-forming tree also produces
the largest edible fruit indigenous to the U.S. It often grows along the
banks of rivers and streams.
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TREES AND SHRUBS

