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OKOTOKS 
Xeriscaping for Drought Resilience  

By Alexa Tanner
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THE SCIENCE

Water management to alleviate the threat of drought and strain on the water system 
is a way of life for communities in Alberta. In response to drought risks, the province 
has a water licensing program in place that limits how much a municipality can divert 
from the water system depending on the terms of the water license held, current 
drought conditions, and seasonality. This puts pressure on municipalities to utilize the 
water that is available to the best of their ability.  

Xeriscaping is one approach municipalities can take to encourage their residents to 
use less water. It is a landscaping technique that uses drought-resistant and tolerant 
plants to substantially reduce the need for watering. The landscape design and plants 
selected make use of the existing site conditions to allow for a low-maintenance 
and low-irrigation yard while maintaining or improving the aesthetic features of the 
garden. The ideal xeriscape yard has good soil drainage that stores runoff for future 
use.  

THE TRIGGER

Okotoks, AB has longstanding water supply concerns and water conservation 
practices have been in place for years. Since the town started to see rapid growth 
in the late 1990’s, it has been known that the current water system in place and 
water licenses held could support roughly 30,000 residents. Today, the population is 
above the estimated capacity and sits at approximately 31,500 residents, and while 
new water licenses are always sought, very few are available. This has put the risk of 
drought and the need for water conservation at the forefront of thought within the 
town. While other methods to reduce the risk of drought are underway (ex. The 
Foothills-Okotoks Regional Water Project to pipe water in), water conservation will 
always be a foundation for the town’s success in drought risk reduction.  

The decision to fund xeriscaping in Okotoks was driven by the ongoing success of 
other water conservation initiatives previously led by the Town, including the water 
conservation rebate program, which incentivizes residents to install water-saving 
devices such as rain barrels and watering timers.  Xeriscaping felt like the next logical 
step in incentivizing the reduction of water consumption among residents at the 
yard-wide scale. 

THE APPROACH

Okotoks’ present-day water conservation program originated in 2008-2009 when 
the Town expanded and formalized its water conservation program. This included 
establishing an outdoor watering schedule that changes depending on the water 
conservation stage, implementing a water shortage plan, and creating a water 
conservation rebate program. In 2017, all homes in the city had smart water meters 
installed, allowing the Town to implement usage-based utility pricing. It is the revenue 
from the top tier of water usage, above 46 cubic meters, that goes into funding the 
water conservation program. 
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Figure 23: Xeriscaping uses drought-tolerant plants to create beautiful, low-maintenance land-
scapes that help communities conserve water.  (Source: Adobe Stock Photo)

In 2018, the rebate program expanded to have one portion focus exclusively on 
funding xeriscaping. The xeriscaping program now provides up to $2,500 to eligible 
residents for xeriscaping a new yard or removing grass in an existing yard. Funded 
yards need to have a 40% drought-tolerant or resistant landscape at mature 
plant size. The program is set up to incentivize those who want to either plant 
the xeriscape yard themselves or work with a landscape company. All approved 
applications go through municipal review to ensure that the yard meets xeriscape 
standards for the local environment and that other local bylaws are followed. 

THE OUTCOME

The structure of the conservation rebate program has led to the unanimous success 
of both residents’ support of the program and keeping water usage among some of 
the lowest in the country. Okotoks per capita water usage is 177 litres of water per 
person, per day, below the Canadian average of 223 litres per person per day (2021, 
Statistics Canada). This shows the program’s success in changing residents’ behaviours 
and habits. 

Every summer, however, water usage still goes up 30%, a stat that the xeriscaping 
program is trying to address. In homes with an established xeriscaped yard, the rebate 
program has seen an 18% decrease in water usage.  

The xeriscape rebate program operates at capacity with a waitlist of residents’ double 
or triple that which can be served per year. With increased funds, more residents 
could be served in changing their water usage habits.   
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While it wasn’t the central feature of the program design, the xeriscape program is 
also one of equity. It offers funds to people who may not otherwise be able to afford 
to make their yard drought-resistant, which in turn lets them save money on their 
water utility bill.  

A monumental change in the Town’s Grading and Landscaping Bylaw occurred in 
2023 when all newly constructed homes must now use drought tolerant grass, 
aligning with the principles of xeriscaping. Installing the standard grass is no longer an 
option.

A WORD FROM OKOTOKS 

Jinny Toffelmire emphasizes the success of the program has been in part from the 
hard work of summer students who go door-to-door raising awareness of the 
need to conserve water and programs available to support the mission. It is the 
one-on-one conversations that Toffelmire feels is what spurred the growth of the 
program. Some of her most exciting conversations are when residents approach the 
Environment & Sustainability department asking how they can install xeriscaping and 
looking for advice on what they can do better to save on water usage. 

With xeriscaping being relatively new in Okotoks, the program is always evolving and 
learning from others – “every year [we are] looking to see what changes could be 
made to the program, different things that could be offered in the rebate program, 
just to make sure they are up with all the new tech and cool new things that are 
out there to help people reduce water usage.» This is evident with the new bylaw 
where new residential buildings must install drought-tolerant plants and grasses, and 
commercial landscaping must xeriscape their landscape with drought-tolerant turf, 
perennials, shrubs, and trees. 




