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This class explains the tasks involved in maintaining a Xeriscape garden. Topics 
covered include the removal of weeds and how to care for your soil; removing spent 
blooms (deadheading) for extended flowering, plant division and pruning. Also 
addressed are bulb treatment, irrigation, disease, vegetable garden maintenance and 
tool care.
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Soil composition in Aurora may be comprised of sand, silt, clay or some combination of 
these. Sand has large particles, making it challenging to retain nutrients and hold water. Clay 
has the opposite effect due to very small particles which slows water movement, preventing 
good drainage. 

Soil depletion from heavy feeding vegetable plants like corn and tomatoes will need periodic 
applications of compost to replenish organic matter in the soil. 

Amendments, primarily compost, add organic matter, improve nutrient holding capacity in 
coarse, e.g. sandy, soils and improve air and water flow. If you have problem soil, adding 
amendment prior to installing a new landscape will help plants establish healthy root 
systems. 
- Continuous addition of amendment is not necessary for ornamental plants, particularly 

natives adapted to the level of organic material in our soils.
- Till in amendment

Tilling
- Distributes and breaks up compost and decaying mulch, which adds nutrients to the soil
- Not practical in an established ornamental landscape 
- Beneficial in vegetable gardens, annual/biannual beds
- Farmers will often disturb the soil at the end of the season to expose it to the elements. 

The cold will kill bugs, with the goal to kill the 'bad' ones.
• Differing opinion: it is possible that disturbing the soil can harm beneficial insects living in it 
and also break down the composition and texture of soil created over time. It is possible to 
over-till until the soil appears fine in nature, which does break up the soil structure. 
• Suggestion: consider watering the area a couple of nights in a row before tilling, then go out 
at night and collect the worms that come to the surface. Return them to the soil after tilling. 
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Mulch is highly recommended for its ability to hold moisture in the soil, prevent erosion, give 
the garden a finished look and prevent or slow the growth of weed seeds. 

Organic mulches
- for example, shredded bark
- will need to be replaced as it decomposes every couple of years
- adds nutrients to the soil as the mulch breaks down
- when top layer is broken down, add a new top layer
- when tilling mulch into the soil, remember to be cognizant of existing plant material and 

consider adding a little bit of 21-0-0 fertilizer

Inorganic mulches
- for example, pea gravel
- needs to be replaced less frequently
- does not add nutrients
- retain heat more than organic mulches, so plan accordingly

DO NOT use WEED BARRIER under mulch  - it creates an unnatural barrier between soil, air, 
water, and plants
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Annuals and perennials can have spent blooms removed for several reasons. 

During the growing season, many annuals and perennials benefit from having their old 
blossoms removed. 
- Deadheading prevents the plant from producing seed and encourages another round of 

blooming. Energy that would be used to produce seed is instead used to create a new bloom.  
Many plants profit from this, but not all. 
- Experiment in your landscape and you will quickly learn which plants like to be deadheaded 

throughout the growing season. 

Perennials in the Xeriscape Demonstration garden at the Aurora Municipal Center (AMC) that 
rebloom with deadheading are Shasta Daisy, Black-Eyed Susan, Catnip, Red Valerian, Garden 
Sage, May Night Salvia, English Lavender and Blanket Flower. 

A helpful guide is the book The Well-Tended Perennial Garden by Tracy DiSabato-Aust (1998).

End of season removal of spent blooms and dead foliage is a way to ‘put the garden to bed’. 
- Some people enjoy a clean and tidy look to the garden for the onset of winter. 
- Trimming in fall eliminates most if not all maintenance needs come spring.

Winter interest is the reason nothing is deadheaded in autumn at the Aurora Xeriscape 
Demonstration Garden. Perennials and ornamental grasses are attractive covered in snow 
and moving with a breeze. 
- The sounds that seed heads make in the wind are also of interest. 
- These seeds also feed wildlife over the winter.

6



Why prune?
• To maintain the health of the plant
• Prune dead, damaged, or limbs with heavy disease or insect infestations (such as borers)
• Prune large, overgrown shrubs to thin them
• Don’t shear!  After blooming, Lilac, Forsythia, etc., and flowering trees form flowers for next year 
encased in buds at the tips and shearing will reduce or destroy the next year’s bloom.  Evergreens are 
very slow to grow back, if they do at all, so do not shear.
• Prune trees to make them more structurally sound and less prone to future storm damage. Narrow 
‘V’ crotches are weak. 
• Cuts must be made just outside the branch collar.

TOOLS: Blades should be SHARP! Be sure to sanitize pruning tools before and after each use and 
between each plant.

An excellent guide book is The Pruning of Trees, Shrubs and Conifers by Brown and Kirkman (2nd

edition, 2009). Call an arborist for help if needed.

Tips on maintaining trees and woody shrubs
• Stake recently planted trees to prevent wind damage.
• For trees under 3 years old, and trees with dark colored bark that have not yet grown thick and 
woody, wrap trunks from bottom up to 1st branch to prevent sunscald from Thanksgiving to Easter. 
Splitting takes place because that part of the tree grows faster in the winter than the side not exposed 
to sun.
• Mulch base 2-3” thick and 1” away from trunk to prevent boring insects.
• For younger trees, water once a month through winter if ground is not frozen.
• Hardware cloth or chicken wire placed around the base can prevent rabbits and rodents from girdling 
plants.
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Why must ornamental grasses, bulbs and perennials be divided?
- To maintain performance of bulbs and grasses
- To remove a dead center for plant health
- To create more plants

When should you divide? (Age of plant)
For grasses and perennials:
- Every four years; or
- When there is no growth in the center, instead there is dead material that can be easily 

pulled out
For bulbs:
- When a single bulb has grown larger into crowded multiple bulbs

When should you divide ? (Time of year)
For grasses and perennials:
- After cutting back in spring and after new growth has appeared
- Before the heat of summer stresses plant health and weakens their chance of survival

For bulbs:
- Dig them up after they have bloomed and after leaves have desiccated. This is when 

nutrients have moved back into the bulb. Pull bulbs apart and replant in different locations 
for more groupings.

How should you divide?
Remove plant from the ground, being careful to get all the roots up with minimal damage 
(dividing while in the ground is possible with care).
- Cut dead center away
- Take a sharp blade and cut into sections, replace in ground and water well
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Growing and Maintaining Bulbs

Proper planting
- Plant spring blooming bulbs in the fall before the ground freezes, when the earth is a consistent 

50 degrees. In Colorado that’s usually late September through November. 
- Some bulbs are more tender and are planted in the spring, i.e. Gladiolas.  After blooming in the 

summer, they may need to be removed and stored over winter. 
- There are also bulbs that bloom in the fall like Colchicum and Fall Crocus. 

Naturalizing
- Naturalizing is the slow reproduction of bulbs into “colonies” or groupings and the normal 

maturing of bulb flowers until they are “showy” or large and bright.
- Naturalizing occurs for many bulbs that are healthy and well-suited to the climate 
- Bulbs well-suited for the front range Colorado climate and growing conditions are Grape 

Hyacinths, Crocus, Daffodils, Lilies, miniature Iris, and Alliums. Unlike large ornamental tulips, 
they multiply and become showier with time.

Storage
- Remove and store tender bulbs like Cana, Calla, Dahlia and possibly Gladiolas in a cool, dark 

place with good air circulation to return to the ground in spring.

Division
- Bulbs can be divided after they have bloomed and after their leaves have dried out
- Pull them apart and replant in different locations for more groupings. 
- Iris (they are rhizomes, not true bulbs) especially benefit from lifting out of the ground, pulling 

off the old, dead or decayed areas and replanting.
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A key to staying weed free is to keep soil disturbance to a minimum, mulch and 
reseed with natives or plant shrubs and perennials.  And be proactive, remove weeds 
when you see them coming up.  Don’t wait for them to start seeding!

Identifying a weed as annual or perennial will determine the type of control used.  An 
annual lifecycle is one season. 

Do not allow the plant to flower and set seed and it is done - no need to remove the 
root. Perennials come back year after year. They must be removed with the root so 
they cannot regenerate.

Integrated Pest Management means using multiple methods to decrease pest 
populations. Eradication may not be achievable, but control is possible. None of the 
above will work 100% of the time, so utilize all methods or a combination depending 
on the situation.  Some weeds respond best to mechanical pulling – others respond
very well to herbicides, etc.
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Mulching
- it suppresses annual weeds by limiting light that weeds need to germinate and 

become established.
- some weeds, like bindweed, can spread by cultivation because their horizontal 

roots get chopped up and then sprout as new plants.
- limits the amount of heat the ground receives

Proper Irrigation
- prevents overwatering. xeriscape needs little water.  If you’re overwatering, you’re 

giving weeds a better chance at survival and rapid growth
- potentially encouraging unhealthy growth of xeric plants.

Dense Plantings
- denser plantings of your desirable plants block sunshine needed by other plants to 

thrive
- disturbed areas – like a newly planted xeriscape – are like nurseries for weeds.  

Tilling soil will also till up weed seeds, which will start to take root after a watering.  
Plant your new xeriscape with proper spacing to discourage these freeloaders.
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Chemical application is highly regulated, in terms of how much and when to apply, and the affects on 
humans, animals and groundwater. Read the directions and follow them!  DO NOT spray when it is 
windy or breezy, as even the least amount of chemical drift can harm your other plants.

Glyphosate (such as Roundup) is non-selective, meaning it kills everything green 
- Glyphosate enters the plant’s system when it transpires
- Spray on leaves only
-There’s no temperature limit, but never spray in wind

2,4-D is selective, meaning it kills selective plants, in this case, it kills all broadleaf plants (not grass)
- spray on leaves
- 2,4-D enters the plant’s system when it transpires
- Spray on sunny days when the temperature reaches above 60 degrees but does not exceed 90 
degrees. 
- Never spray in wind

Pre-emergent chemicals stop all seeds from germinating and are often in granular form
- Are typically applied in early spring and fall
- Never spread in wind

An alternative to toxic chemicals: Corn Gluten
- Contains natural , natural chemicals that inhibit root formation at the time of germination
- Timing of application is very important for this to work. Apply the herbicide before the weeds 

germinate
Learn more with this EPA factsheet: 
http://www.epa.gov/oppbppd1/biopesticides/ingredients/factsheets/factsheet_100137.htm
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The mechanical method is the oldest control method. Pulling, mowing, chopping and digging with 
hand tools can control or eradicate weeds. For both annuals and perennials, this can be highly 
effective. Remove weeds before they start developing a blossom and seedhead.  After a weed is 
pollinated and goes to seed, hundreds of seeds can be released into your soil.

Pulling
- Pulling can serve to eliminate a weed or, for more hardy weeds, it can deplete the energy 
reserves stored in the weed’s root system
- When pulling a weed, get the entire root. For Canada thistle and other hardy weeds, dig the 
weed if it’s a single stalk. If the weeds are together in a patch, digging may leave behind bits of 
roots that will grow into another thistle. It may be a better strategy to starve the roots by pulling 
the plant but not digging the root. An integrated management strategy may be necessary for 
large infestations.

Mowing
- Mowing over growing weeds will stunt growth and slow the blossoming process
- Mowing plants short may cause plant to produce seeds very close to the ground
- A quick fix, this method will require continuing maintenance

Digging
- As in digging up the entire plant, root and all.
- Especially with persistent weeds like thistles and bindweed, which spread via rhizome, to 
completely destroy the weed, you must get the entire root.  Understand that digging the entire 
bind weed root is nearly impossible. This is where IPM comes into play. Dig around desirable 
plants without harming roots and use 2,4-D in the fall.
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Take preventative measures to avoid plant disease. Namely, use mulches, water close 
to the ground, and remove any diseased material immediately and throw it away.

Plant diseases may be caused by several pathogenic organisms, such as fungi, 
bacteria, viruses and nematodes. 
Nonliving factors, such as deficiencies or excesses of water, light, temperature, air 
pollution, pesticides and nutrients, (read: STRESS) can either predispose a plant to 
disease or directly cause plant injury.

For more information go to CSU Extension, there are fact sheets available on the 
most common types of plant diseases:
www.ext.colostate.edu/pubs/pubs.html
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Powdery Mildew facts:
- one of the most widespread and easily recognized plant diseases
- characterized by spots or patches of white/gray, talcum-powder-like growth
- severe in warm, dry climates
- many plants have been developed to be resistant or tolerant to powdery mildew
- succulent tissue is more susceptible to infection

Cultural
Choose resistant varieties. Many plants, such as roses, vegetables and Kentucky bluegrass, are 
developed to be resistant or tolerant to powdery mildew.

Once the disease becomes a problem:
- Avoid late-summer applications of nitrogen fertilizer to limit the production of succulent tissue
- Avoid overhead watering to help reduce the relative humidity. 
- Remove and destroy all infected parts and debris. This decreases the ability of the fungus to survive 

the winter. Do not compost infected plant debris.
- Selectively prune overcrowded plant material to help increase air circulation and reduce humidity

Chemical
If cultural controls fail to prevent disease buildup or if the disease pressure is too great, an application 
of a fungicide may be necessary.
These include: sulfur, NEEM oil, triforine, ornamental use only, or potassium bicarbonate.

An alternative experimental nontoxic control is baking soda with a horticultural oil (like Sunspray). 

Chemicals are most effective when combined with cultural controls. Apply fungicides at seven to 14-
day intervals to provide continuous protection throughout the growing season. 
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Maintaining your Irrigation System
1. Adjust your irrigation clock seasonally
Create an operational watering schedule and include seasonal adjustments. Less water is required 
in May and September when it is cool and more is needed at the peak of the growing season in 
July. 
2. Cycle and soak
Set the schedule to irrigate using short cycles in near succession which allows water to soak in 
and avoid runoff. For example, if your turf needs a total of 14 minutes of spray time, run the zone 
for 7 minutes, wait an hour to let it soak in, and then run it for another 7 minutes.
3. Prevent overspray
Adjust sprinkler heads as needed to avoid overspray, or spraying on paved surfaces. Overspray 
contributes to water waste and polluted water runoff.
Be sure not to under-spray, either
4. Regularly check for system malfunction
Routinely check for damaged sprinkler heads, inadequate coverage, clogged nozzles and leaks. 
Heads should be upright, not angled. Regularly scheduled assessments will help make fixes easier 
and quicker. Check your system for appropriate pressure by observing if your heads are misting 
instead of spraying droplets of water. If excessively misting, you can install a pressure reducer, 
new sprinklers can be installed, or perhaps the pressure can be reduced at the valve.
“Regularly” could mean weekly
Not all systems will accommodate a pressure reducer, or function with such. Cheapest solution 
may be to use a pressure compensating sprinkler head.
5. Do a fall blow out
End of season blow out is important to ensure your system doesn’t crack or break from water 
trapped in the pipes during the freeze/thaw cycle.
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After the Growing Season
1. Gather and store edibles
• Before the frost, gather all edibles or place a fabric sheet over remaining edibles to cover 

and keep warm at night.
• Store gathered vegetables in a cool dark location and most will ripen in 1-2 weeks.
• Store tomatoes in a cardboard box or heavy paper shopping bag with newspaper layers. 

Check often for ripening. Make sure to leave a small part of the stem attached. Removing 
the stem invites rot.

2. Remove all annual plant material
• Remove annuals from garden bed to prevent disease carry over, particularly molds and 

mildews
3. Weed
• Fall and winter is a great time to weed
• Herbicide applications are more affective in a fall application than in a summer application

4. Add compost
• Top dress your garden this winter!  Top dressing means adding a layer of compost over the 

vegetable garden area after the growing season. What does not break down and mix in over 
the winter can be gently worked in come spring.

• Compost adds vital nutrients back into the soil which have been depleted by nutrient-hungry 
vegetables and fruits.

5. Mulch around perennials
• Mulch the soil around your perennials in mid to late November. 
• The climate of Colorado, with its alternate freezing and thawing of soil, can damage roots.  

Mulch keeps roots cold.
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Consider Cover Crops
- Cover crops, also known as “green manure” are planted to increase nutrients in the

soil and therefore increase soil fertility
- Other benefits include water retention, weed control, pest control, disease

management, an increase in biodiversity and providing food for wildlife
- Typically cover crops are grown for a specific period, and then tilled in before 

reaching full maturity in order to improve soil fertility and quality
- Crops include those from the pea family, such as beans, lentils and alfalfa. 

Leguminous plants are able to host bacteria that take nitrogen from the air and fix it 
in nodules on root hairs. Winter wheat, ryegrass, and buckwheat are other common 
cover crops.

For more information, check out CSU Extension: 
http://www.ext.colostate.edu/ptlk/1616.html

18

http://www.ext.colostate.edu/ptlk/1616.html


After use remove soil clinging to surface of tools
- They’ll be easier to work with the next time
- Prevents rust
- Thoroughly dry to prevent rust

At the end of the season
• Clean

- Remove soil and thoroughly dry
- Remove rust with a metal brush or fine grain sandpaper
• Sharpen

- DIY (on next slide) or hire a professional to sharpen hand tools and clean and maintain power 
tools
• Oil

- After cleaning and sharpening, wipe metal parts with an oiled rag to help protect surfaces 
- Motor oil is an inexpensive and effective rust preventer. Mix one qt of nondetergent 30W 

motor oil with a pt of kerosene or lamp oil. Store the mixture away from heat sources and 
dispose of it as you would any motor oil. Keep the coating thin so it won’t drip off the tool head 
and onto the floor. 
• Sand wooden handles if needed
• Check screws, nuts, and bolts for tightness - Your tools will work better
• Store properly

- When tools are stored in a garage, keep them off the floor, on a rack or hanging on a wall to 
prevent snow and salt damage
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Step 1: Clean and dry the tool
Step 2: Examine the sharpness - Determine the correct sharpening angle (usually about 10 to 15 degrees).
For an anvil-type pruner, sharpen only one blade on both sides. You have a choice of sharpening tools : 
* Whetstones (most common) offer many gradations and sizes; a longer one may be easier to work with
* A diamond-coated flat file needs only water for lubrication, remains flat and lasts a lifetime
* A sharpening steel is useful for finishing or for a quick fix
* Grinding stones require caution because they generate heat that can make the metal more brittle
Step 3: Begin grinding or filing the blades
WHETSTONE: Thoroughly wet a medium-grain whetstone by soaking in lightweight motor oil, which 
lubricates and carries away grit. To maintain the correct angle, press the blade against the concave side of 
the stone while sharpening. Use numerous smooth strokes, moving toward the tip.  For every 10 strokes to 
the outer bevel, apply one stroke to the inner. Keep the stone wet.
FILE: The most basic sharpening tool is an 8-in mill file with a bastard cut. Work by drawing the file in one 
direction over the edge being sharpened. Hold the tool steady in a clamp/vise. Since sharpening edges with 
a mill file requires two hands, get one that has a handle on one end which makes it easier to maneuver.
Step 4: Smooth the edges - Smooth edges with a finer-grain whetstone or file and continue sharpening until 
you achieve a razor-sharp edge. Don’t reduce the beveled edge to less than 1-mm thickness. A finer edge 
will not increase sharpening ability but will make the blade more fragile and prone to damage or breakage. 
Step 5: Test the sharpness - Hold the cutting edge up to a light source. If you can see light reflecting off the 
blade edge, it’s not sharpened enough.  After passing that test, try it on a branch. It should make clean, easy 
cuts. 
Step 6: Add a coat of oil
*Before sharpening shears, you might find it easier to take them apart. 
*For scissor-action "bypass" lopping shears, sharpen only the outside surface of each blade.
*Check the tension screw between the blades. If needed, adjust the screw to allow more freedom  of 
movement. 
*Saw sharpening takes special skills and special equipment, so you’ll most likely want to leave it to a 
professional. 
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