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A Water-Wise  
Demonstration Garden 
Growing Food During a Drought

by Jennifer LeMay
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There’s a groundswell of support across many sectors 
these days when it comes to helping residents grow 
food at home. There are numerous books and online 

resources, but one place you might not have thought to look for 
ideas is at your nearest water district office. Maybe you should. 

On a recent tour I was impressed by the innovative edible 
demonstration garden right on Hollister Avenue at the Goleta 
Water District’s headquarters. The agency has long featured 
attractive, water-wise and native demonstration gardens, but this 
new water-saving edible garden is the first of its kind in this area 
maintained by a public agency.

When a board member first pitched the idea of adding an 
edible garden, everyone agreed that it would be a good fit with 
the existing demonstration gardens originally installed in 1999, 
and it would be a great fit with the district’s sustainability plan. 

“We wanted to show that in addition to producing food, 
edible gardens can be beautiful year-round, low maintenance—
and conserve water,” says Brooke Welch, senior water resources 
analyst for the district and the garden’s project manager. She 
explained that the garden, completed in June of last year, was 
designed using plants and sustainability features that residents 
can incorporate into their own landscaping. 
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Meg West (left) and Brooke Welch stand  
in front of the Hugelkulture bed.
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Serendipitously, the site for this new garden was right in front 
of a residence-like building (the district’s emergency operations 
center), and approximately 5,000 square feet—similar in size 
to the front yard of a typical single-family home. Strolling past 
the grape vines and fruit trees, I did feel like I was meandering 
through someone’s front yard.

A not-so-perfect aspect of the site came to light when 
preliminary soil tests showed that there weren’t enough nutrients 
to grow much of anything there, let alone edible plants. 

“I knew that we would need to do a lot of soil prep,” says 
Meg West, the landscape architect hired to design the garden. An 
expert in sustainable landscaping with Arcadia Studio (now with 
Meg West Design), Meg used her knowledge of permaculture 
techniques to rejuvenate the soil in a natural way that takes some 
time, but is more effective than using synthetic or even organic 
fertilizers. It’s also less expensive. 

So the district incorporated an initial 2–3 month soil 
preparation phase into the project timeline and tilled the soil 
after appropriate nitrogen fixing crops were grown, including 
various types of peas and vetch. These cover crops provide 
nutrients and their roots help to break up the soil. As a result, 
the garden, which includes an impressive array of shrubs, 
groundcovers, perennials and trees, is thriving.

The plants selected for the garden provide food, beauty, 
groundcover and a variety of “ecological services,” such as 
attracting pollinators and bio-filtering rainwater to reduce 
runoff that often contaminates waterways. Walking with 
Brooke around the garden on a bright and chilly day, I admired 
the pomegranate, persimmon, apple, apricot, fig, plum, pear 
and avocado trees. The garden also features attractive, water-
wise evergreen native plants, such as Ceanothus and Baccharis, 
which provide greenery during the wintertime, and California 
poppies add bursts of color during the spring. The pineapple 
and strawberry guava trees and passionfruit vines are easy to 
maintain, while yielding a bounty of delicious fruit. 

“We stayed away from obvious choices like citrus, partly 
because they’re already so well-known, and because we wanted 
to keep water use down as much as possible,” Meg explained. 
They also avoided higher-maintenance plantings like peach 
trees, which require meticulous pruning, fertilization and disease 
control throughout the year.

“The idea is to also have a good mix of plants, so there’s 
always something blooming.” She advises gardeners to do their 
homework when choosing varietals, selecting those that grow well 
in this climate and are disease-resistant. Giving the plants enough 
space to grow is also important—the garden may look a little 
sparse in the beginning, but once it fills in there will be plenty of 
foliage, blooms and fruit, without requiring much pruning. 

So I began to wonder: Once you plant an edible garden, 
what do you do with all the food that comes out of it? Meg 
recommends that residents learn how and when to harvest, and 
have cookbooks on hand such as Mark Bittman’s How to Cook 
Everything Vegetarian (even if you’re not a vegetarian), making 
it easy to find recipes based on what the garden has to offer. 
If you find yourself staring at a pile of beets from the garden, 

Above: Oriental Persimmon, Pomegranate. Middle: Artichoke, Fruiting 
Nopal and Coastal Sagewort. Below: the edible garden site.
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to perform even during extreme wet weather, keeping the 
maximum amount of the water in the garden. 

Another cutting-edge feature of the edible garden is the 
Hugelkultur bed (pronounced “hoogal culture”). A pile of 
logs varying in size is covered with soil and mulch, providing a 
nutrient-rich foundation for growing plants—in this case, herbs 
such as lemon thyme, sage and lavender. Meg learned about the 
technique at a permaculture conference, and describes it as being 
sort of a “raised bed, but with the wood on the inside.” 

The advantage to having the wood inside is that it acts as  
a sponge, holding in moisture and slowly breaking down. The 
bed is covered with “gorilla hair mulch,” which is comprised  
of shredded redwood or palm and looks like… well, gorilla hair. 
The bed is self-sustaining and usually doesn’t require watering  
or fertilizer, and its mound shape provides greater surface area 
for planting. 

Meg has maintained Hugelkultur beds successfully in 
her own garden over the past year, and was happy to use the 
technique in the demonstration garden. (She pointed out the 
added benefit of being able to tell people that they “covered the 
Hugelkultur with gorilla hair.”)

Visitors to the Goleta Water District Edible Garden can walk 
around, get ideas and learn how a sustainable, edible garden 
can lower their water bills, provide healthy produce and reduce 
carbon emissions by eliminating packaging and transportation 
of food. Since a typical Southern California home allocates up 
to 70% of its water use to outdoor landscaping, the benefits of 
planting water-wise edibles—food instead of lawns—can be 
significant. The garden is open weekdays during business hours, 
and visitors are encouraged to view, smell and enjoy (but not 
pick!) the beautiful and sustainable plants on display.

The garden is open weekdays; for more information, visit 
the district’s website at GoletaWater.com. 

Jennifer LeMay is a designer and artist who appreciates great local food. 
Her business, J. LeMay Studios, provides communication and design 
services. Visit JLeMay.com

simply look up recipes for beets. Gardeners with trees or other 
plants that produce an abundance of fruit can benefit from 
neighborhood exchanges, where neighbors create hyper-local 
foodsheds by regularly exchanging a variety of surplus garden 
produce, and there are also food bank donation programs. 

A garden that “gives back” in so many ways, both to the 
gardener and to the community and environment, is a huge shift 
away from water-intensive lawns and other high-maintenance 
landscaping. The edible garden at the district showcases some of 
the most ecological and economical plants that give a lot, while 
requiring less.

“The benefits of a sustainable edible garden go beyond cost 
and water savings,” says Brooke. “When kids pick fruit and 
vegetables from their own yard, it changes their perspective. 
They’re definitely more excited about eating fresh food when 
they help grow it themselves.” Learning all the steps involved in 
growing an edible garden, from soil prep to mulching, pruning 
and harvesting, also sparks an interest in knowing where various 
foods come from. 

Phil Mora, who oversaw the installation of many of the 
edible garden’s components, agrees. A project manager for 
Enviroscaping Inc., he always encourages his commercial 
clients to consider the benefits of sustainable landscaping that 
does more than just look good. He told me that his kids love 
harvesting food from their garden, and he was excited to hear 
that the district would be installing an edible garden for the 
public to visit. Enviroscaping has maintained the district’s 
demonstration gardens for years, so Phil was familiar with the 
site and saw the potential. 

In addition to the numerous edible and other plants at 
the garden, Enviroscaping installed permeable walkways of 
decomposed granite, bioswales, drip irrigation, and they helped 
build an elaborate rainwater catchment system. Overflow from 
a 265-gallon rainwater barrel, equipped with a solar-powered 
pump for hose watering, goes through a pipe to an underground 
50-gallon drywell filled with gravel that is situated close to tree 
roots. Grading and channeling throughout the site was designed 
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