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San Diego County’s Water Conservation Garden has a serious mission: to educate county 
residents about the looming water crisis and to change cultural attitudes about landscaping.

By Lyn Corum

Public gardens are a wonderful way to affect people’s behavior. What we can do, can be much more 
powerful than any program in a classroom,” says Marty Eberhardt, executive director of the Water 
Conservation Garden.

As you enter the Water Conservation Garden in eastern San Diego County, CA, a large panel greets 
you with words becoming faded by school children’s hands. It tells the story of how water comes to San 
Diego County from northern California, and from the Colorado River, to the east of the county. Only 
10% of the water consumed in San Diego County is of local origin.  

In the coming year, the amount of water San Diegans will have to drink and to irrigate, is likely to shrink 
enormously, because of shrinking snow pack, and because of a legal decision to protect Delta Smelt in 
the San Joaquin Bay Delta. Allocations from the Colorado River will also shrink due to reduced waters 
at its source.

The San Diego County Water Authority has been notified 
by the State Department of Water Resources, that initial 
allocations may shrink to 25% of its request for 4.15 
million acre-feet of water, for 2008. Last year, it got 60% 
of its request. It all depends on how much snow falls in 
the state in January and February, says a county water 
authority spokesman.  

Furthermore, the judge’s final Delta Smelt decision, which 
has not been released as of this writing, may impact the 
county by an additional 17%. The ultimate decision on the 
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Courtyard in front of entrance in distance 

compared to renters (19%).  

Armando Buelna, a communications officer with Otay 
Water District, says San Diego County, in general, uses 
the same amount of water today as it did in 1990. The 
garden is just one facet of the district’s conservation 
efforts. It offered vouchers for high-efficiency toilets until 
all old toilets had been removed. It continues the voucher 
program for high-efficiency clothes washers and weather-
based controllers.

Looking to the Future 
Eberhardt, who was director of the Tucson, AZ Botanical 
Garden for 12 years, before coming to San Diego and 
taking the job three years ago, noted that Tucson has had 
a real consciousness, a sense of urgency about water 
conservation, that San Diego does not have. And local 
flora is not as appreciated in San Diego as the Saguaro 
Cactus is in Tucson, she says.

So the kid’s classes at the water conservation garden are important in educating future water users, 
giving them a sense of place—showing how leaves adapt to climate and that banana leaves, for 
example, don’t live here. “The basis for understanding conservation is to understand nature,” she says.
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Native plant garden 

Regarding future plans she says, “We see ourselves as 
being the education center for the county.” She hopes to 
partner with for-profit businesses to increase funding. The 
irrigation exhibit, which just opened, cost $58,000, and 
just $9,000 came from various irrigation companies. Rain 
Bird, in November, named the water conservation garden 
as its 2007 “Intelligent Use of Water Award,” and will give 
the garden $10,000.

A huge problem at the garden is lack of space for classes. 
They currently have a 30-person classroom that must 
also serve as a staff meeting room. They are having 
trouble accommodating all the classes, Eberhardt says. 
Fortunately, the Heritage of Americas Museum allows 
them to use a 70-person meeting room when necessary.

The garden has a large open-air amphitheater used for 
special programming, but it has no shading to protect 
visitors from the hot sun experienced in eastern San 
Diego County during the summer months. (In July 2007, 
there were three days with highs over 112°F.) Eberhardt 
says they are now raising $138,000 to add shading, and 
once that is done, the amphitheater can be used for 
classes.

The water conservation garden has been given additional 
acreage by the college, directly adjacent where a 

children’s garden will be developed. It has been delayed until the money can been raised to build it.

The water conservation garden’s 2007 annual budget is $570,000. Member agencies and private 
sources contribute 64%. Special events and classes contribute 8%, and net assets released from 
restrictions contributed 11% this year. Gift shop and plant sales contributed 4%, and in-kind services 
10%. Program expenses are 78% of the budget. The five or six-person staff is supplemented by 60 
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volunteer docents.

Eberhardt says that building new exhibits, or remodeling mature gardens, requires fundraising. In 2005, 
Friends of the Water Conservation Garden was created to increase private support.

Eberhardt is full of energy. She recognizes the challenges San Diego County faces with shrinking 
snowpack and diminishing water allocations. “As a culture, we want immediate change. The garden 
must focus on creating long-term behavior and aesthetic changes,” she says.

Lyn Corum, specializes in energy topics.
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