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Water Gardens – Creating A Natural Aquatic Landscape

Hot, sultry summer weather has finally arrived, refusing to release its grip on your lawn and plants, leaving them gasping for another drink of cool water. Quite frankly, if you’re tired of dragging the garden hose around the yard and wish you could kick back and rest your tootsies while sipping a long, tall glass of sparkling iced tea, then now’s the perfect time to get your feet wet by fashioning a pond into your garden. Creating an ecosystem pond ensures that you will be able to enjoy those warm summer days thanks to the low maintenance of this eco-friendly water feature.
Mulling the idea over your iced tea, you begin to imagine a pond nestled into your backyard. Should you tuck it into the corner of the yard shaded by the large oak tree? Or do you hide that bothersome low spot in the lawn that pesters you every time you haul out the lawn mower? The main consideration when choosing a site for your pond is the viewing area. If you have a patio or deck, you’ll want to locate the pond near these features so you can pull up a chair and enjoy the sights and sounds of the water feature. Positioning the pond near a window allows you to hear the soothing sound of water gurgling over the falls while you are indoors.

Choose a Size That Best Fits the Area
Once you’ve chosen a location for your pond, you’ll need to choose the size of pond that best fits the area. The number-one comment home owners make after their pond is installed is, “I wish I would’ve built a bigger one!” When sizing up your pond, make sure it’s in scale with your house, the surrounding yard, landscaping and hardscaping. You want to leave ample room for seating and landscaping so the pond blends into the rest of the scenery. You can choose to install the pond yourself, or hire a contractor to do the job for you.

Working With Mother Nature
After deciding on the size, type and location of your pond, you’ll want to create a pond that works with Mother Nature, not against her. Creating an ecosystem pond ensures that you will spend minimal time maintaining your pond, while spending maximum time enjoying the beauty and serenity it affords. An ecosystem pond blends together a balance of fish, plants, rocks, circulation and filtration to keep the water healthy. Algae grow on the rocks in the pond, providing fish with the nutrients they need to survive. Fish create waste that becomes fertilizer for the plants, circulation provides oxygen for the fish, and filtration keeps large debris out of the pond. Each of these components of the ecosystem pond play a critical role in keeping pond water healthy, thereby minimizing maintenance requirements.
You’ll need to add rocks (‘rock in’) your water garden once the hole for your pond is dug, the underlayment and pond liner are laid, and the plumbing and filtration are installed. Typically, you’ll want to smooth a thin layer of gravel over the liner to not only keep the liner in place and provide a more natural look to your pond, but to also provide a surface area for beneficial bacteria to grow. The bacteria help break down decaying plant matter and fish waste, turning it into fertilizer for the pond plants. Without the gravel and bacteria, the plant matter and fish waste would continue to accumulate, forming that slick muck you’ve probably slipped on when walking in a pond without rocks and gravel.
Numerous types of stone are available to rock in your stream, waterfall and the sides of the pond. Granite, aqua blue boulders, fieldstone, moss rock, basalt and limestone are the most commonly used stones for building water features. Aqua blue boulders look rich and authentic with water cascading over them, while moss rock provides character and a sense of age, since it has moss and lichens growing on it. Limestone is frequently used in patio construction and provides a dramatic ledge for a waterfall; however, it needs to be used sparingly since its calcium carbonate will alter the water chemistry of the pond. Laying the rock in your pond is akin to piecing a puzzle together. Look for rocks that fit smoothly together, and avoid using the same size rock throughout the pond. Embark on a nature walk and take your cue from Mother Nature’s artistry in building waterfalls and streams.

Adding Another Dimension
After the creative process of rocking in the pond, you’ll want to include another dimension to your ecosystem pond by adding fish and plants. Fish provide additional color and movement to your pond, and quite often become family pets. Sidle up to the edge of the pond and watch them glide over to greet you. Some will eat food right out of your hand! Fish play a critical role in keeping pond water healthy. They feed off algae, thereby keeping it under control, and fish waste is broken down into fertilizer for plants. The most common pond fish are koi and goldfish. Koi can get quite large, and some have lived hundreds of years (the oldest known koi is more than 200 years old). Prices vary greatly, but make sure you buy fish from an educated, reputable dealer. Goldfish provide a less-expensive option to stocking your pond. As a general rule of thumb, you’ll want to add 2.5 centimeters (1 inch) of fish for every square foot of pond surface, remembering to allow room for growth of the fish.
Besides fish, aquatic plants are another crown jewel of the pond. Lotus and water lilies take your breath away when their blossoms open to full capacity. They range in color and dimension, lending heightened visual interest to the pond gazer. Floating plants provide shade and act as an effective cover for your fish to hide from predators. Marginal plants feather the edge of the pond and lend a natural transition to the rest of the yard. In addition, marginals attract wildlife to your backyard pond. Submerged plants, also known as oxygenators, help balance the pond’s ecology by absorbing nitrogen, providing shade, food and cover for fish and also by acting as a spawning medium. Just as you considered Mother Nature’s example when rocking in your pond, you’ll want to do likewise when placing plants. Mix flowering plants for interest, and note the contrast of leaf color and texture when considering which plants to include in your water garden. By varying the height of plants used, you’ll create focal points in and around the pond.

Very Little Maintenance Required
Now that you’ve replaced an expanse of lawn with a new water garden, you’ll enjoy the fact that installation of an ecosystem pond requires little maintenance. In the spring, you’ll need to do some quick cleaning. Plant decay should be fished out, and rocks hosed off, if needed. Perform a quick maintenance check on the plumbing, and clean the filter. Replacing a pump becomes an easy task if needed, as pumps are easily removed and re-installed. In the fall, you’ll need to clean out any leaves, but if you installed an effective skimmer, some of this work is already done. Most skimmers on the market today house an easy-to-reach basket that makes leaf removal a breeze.
When your pond is complete and you sit back and prop your feet up to enjoy it, you’ll begin to notice a change in your lifestyle. Rather than coming home from work and plopping in front of a mindless television program, you’ll find yourself drawn to the pond to look and listen to the sights and sounds of nature. Your family and friends will spend more time together, conversing about life while sitting pondside. The stress of the 21st century will melt off your shoulders as you sip your iced tea and realize your backyard has become your new vacation destination.
