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Droughi-ToIerant
Perennials

As water use continues to be a concern across the industry, gardeners as well
as growers are asking which perennials will survive and thrive in dry spells?
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VARIETY INFORMATION

Opposite: Once established, echinacea can be quite resilient during dry spell. Above: Eryngium (left) is drought tolerant and provides an interesting texture to
the landscape. Santolina (right) is a great perennial for dry landscapes. Its silvery foliage provides a nice contrast with other green tones in the garden. (Photos:

Perennial Solutions Consulting)

meanings for different people. When I think of what the word

drought means, a period of prolonged dryness that reduces plant
growth and/or causes damage to crops comes to my mind. A drought can
be very short term, lasting several weeks or months (even as little as a few
days for containerized plants) or last over an extended period of time (even
multiple years). No two drought events are the same, but they all have one
thing in common — the absence of water.

It’s not uncommon for various parts of the country to experience
short- or long-term droughts with some regularity. With the potential
for drought, its frequency at some locations as well as the possibility
of water use restrictions, drought tolerance has certainly become an
increasingly desirable characteristic of landscape plants. Keep in mind
that some perennials are more drought tolerant than others.

T he word drought can be somewhat subjective and have various

SURVIVING DROUGHT

The architecture of the leaves influences a plant’s ability to withstand
drought. Thick, waxy leaves have the ability to store moisture. Hairy or
fuzzy leaves tend to keep the moisture trapped near the leaf surface.

And fine, lacey foliage allow plants to lose less water due to the reduced
surface area.

The root structure also plays an important role in a plant’s ability to
survive during dry spells. Some plants have deep root systems to find
moisture well below the soil surface, while others have masses of fine roots
near the surface which collect and send water to the main roots below.
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VARIETY INFORMATION

There are certainly a number of perennials
that can tolerate drier conditions and I'll get
to those soon, but first there are dramatic
differences in how drought-tolerant plants

need to be maintained in containers, in

new landscape installations as well as in

established plantings. For all drought-
tolerant plants, the ability to withstand

100 Drought-Tolerant Perennials*

Achillea

Aegopodium

Agastache

Ajuga

Alcea

Alchemilla

Amsonia

Anthemis

Arenaria

Armeria

Artemisia

Asclepias

Baptisia

Belamcanda

Berlandiera

Bouteloua

Buddleia

Calamagrostis

Calamintha

Callirhoe

Caryopteris

Centaurea

Centranthus

Cerastium

Coreopsis

Cortaderia

Cotula

Dasylirion

Delosperma

Dianthus

Digitalis

Echinacea

Echinops

Erianthus

Eryngium

Euonymous

Euphorbia

Festuca

Gaillardia

Gazania

Geranium sanguineum

Gypsophila

Hedera

Hedeoma

Helianthemum

Helictotrichon

Helleborus

Hemerocallis

Heuchera

Hosta

Hyssopus

Iberis

Incarvillea

Iris

Kniphofia

Lavandula

Liatris

Linum

Liriope

Malva

Marrubium

Melampodium

Miscanthus

Monarda fistulosa

Muhlenbergia

Nepeta

Oenothera

Pachysandra

Paeonia

Panicum

Papaver

Pardancanda

Pennisetum

Penstemon pinifolius

Perovskia

Phlomis

Phlox subulata

Pterocephalus
depressus

Ratibida

Rudbeckia

Salvia

Saponaria

Schizachyrium

Scutellaria

Sedum

Sempervivum

Solidago

Sporobolus

Stachys

Stipa (Nassella)

Stokesia

Tanacetum

Teucrium

Thymus

Verbascum

Verbena

Veronica

Vinca

Yucca

Zauschneria

* There are differences in drought tolerance between species or even between cultivars. Don’t

forget about all of the great drought-tolerant cacti and succulents.
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drier conditions is contingent on how well
established they are.

Perennials grown in containers, such as during
production, should never be exposed to severe
drought-like conditions. Certainly, there’s some
wiggle room to grow these plants slightly drier
in containers, but its best to avoid overly dry
growing conditions for extended periods. I find
it best to water them thoroughly and let them
moderately dry out between irrigations.

Containerized plants generally become
stressed much easier than plants in the
landscape. There are several reasons for these
stresses. Growing mixes used in containers
usually hold less water than landscape soils,
plants tend to dry out faster and one of the
most significant stresses is soil temperature.

On sunny days, it’s not uncommon for the
soil temperatures of containers in outside
production sites to climb to over 120° F; some
root death can occur at these temperatures.
Did you know that root growth slows at
temperatures above 86° F and stops completely
at 102° F? Between elevated temperatures, less
water surrounding the root system and wide
swings with the moisture levels, containerized
perennials just are not as drought tolerant as
plants in the landscape. For these reasons,
never consider and treat a containerized plant
as if it truly is drought tolerant.

Even drought-tolerant plants need water.
New plantings do not perform or survive under
drought as well as older, more established
plantings. These plants should not be severely
water stressed during the first couple of
growing seasons to allow them plenty of time
to establish and develop an adequate root
system. During the first year or two, be sure
to supply new plantings with an appropriate
amount of irrigation. It's better to provide less
frequent, but deeper irrigations than it is to
supply more frequent, light irrigations; this
encourages the roots to go deeper into the
soil. As time passes, the amount of irrigation
provided can gradually be reduced.

It generally takes two to five years for most
plants to become established enough that they
can withstand drought-like conditions. Keep
in perspective that although drought tolerant
implies that once a plant is established, it
can survive with minimal or no supplemental
irrigation, it does not guarantee its survival.
These are living organisms and if the water
stress is extreme enough, stress injury and
plant mortality can still occur. Having said
that, choosing drought tolerant plants and
ensuring they become properly established
can significantly increase the appearance
and survivability of a landscape during periods
of drought.
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Sedum iswused in landscapes across
the country. Inaddition to its great
landscape présence, sedum doeswell in
locations witRdry:growing conditions:
(Photo: Walters Gardens)

PLANTS TO CONSIDER

For many people, the first plants that come to
mind when considering drought-tolerant plants
are the succulents and cacti. However, the
plant palette of drought-tolerant plants is much
broader than this and
includes many colorful
and beautiful options.
That’s right, there are
quite a few perennials
that are perfect for low
maintenance, water
conserving landscapes.

I've created a table
containing 100 great
drought-tolerant
perennials for you
to consider. As you'll see, many of them are
familiar household names such as echinacea or
gaillardia, while others such as pterocephalus
are a little more obscure. Many of these
perennials have colorful flowers and can be
used to brighten up a dry landscape.

Not all of these perennials are suitable for
all places. There may be hardiness restrictions
or even plants that don’t perform well in soils
with average to above average moisture levels
during non-drought periods. So certainly,

It generally takes two
to five years for most
plants to become
established enough
that they can withstand
drought-like conditions.

VARIETY INFORMATION

choosing which plants fit your location will still
take some thought and consideration. Look

at each perennial’s cold and heat tolerance
when deciding which plant would be best for
your location. One consideration is to stick
with perennials which
are native to your
geographic location

or whose native
environments are similar
to your own.

Remember to give
them a little tender
loving care after planting
and avoid exposing them
to drought conditions
until they are well
established. After drought tolerant perennials
are established, they’ll hold their own during
dry spells and provide years of beauty in times
when other plants would struggle. gon

Paul Pilon is a horticultural consultant,

owner of Perennial Solutions Consulting
(www.perennialsolutions.com), and author of
Perennial Solutions: A Grower’s Guide to Perennial
Production. He can be reached by phone at
616.366.8588 or paul@perennialsolutions.com.
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...and boy, have you waited a long time!

It's been ten years since we introduced
the last Knock Out® Rose, but not for
lack of trying, or breeding or testing!
The standards for a Knock Out® Rose

are so high that it's not often a potential
introduction is even considered.

Supply is limited so what
are you waiting for?!.
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