
Swales in the Sonoran Desert 
Harnessing the Power of Water in Arid Lands: A Guide for Beginners  

 

Introduction 
If you live in a dry place—like the Sonoran Desert, which stretches across the southwestern United States and 
northwestern Mexico—you may notice how quickly rainwater seems to vanish. The soil is often dry, plants struggle to 
grow, and every drop of water is precious. Yet, there’s a simple way to help the land make better use of the rain: swales. 
This article explains what swales are, why they can be so helpful for dry climates, and how people use them both at home 
and around the world. 
 

What Is a Swale? 
 
A swale is essentially a shallow ditch or trench, gently dug along the natural shape (contour) of the land. Unlike a gutter or 
drain—which sends water away—swales are designed to slow down, catch, and store rainwater so that it soaks into the 
ground. This helps plants and trees grow, even in places where there isn’t much rain. 

Here’s an easy way to think about it: Imagine pouring a cup of water on a sloped driveway. The water quickly runs downhill 
and disappears. Now, picture a series of gentle, sideways ditches that run across the slope. When you pour the water, it 
collects in these ditches, giving it time to soak in rather than running off. That’s what a swale does for the landscape. 
 

Why Swales Matter in Dry, Arid Climates 
 
In deserts and other dry areas, rain usually comes all at once and then doesn’t return for weeks or months. Because the 
ground can be hard and bare, most of this water runs away or evaporates before plants can use it. Swales help by: 

• Capturing Water: Swales catch rainwater and hold it so it can slowly seep into the soil, making it available for 
plant roots. 

• Preventing Erosion: In heavy rain, water can wash away the top layer of soil (the part that’s good for growing 
plants). Swales slow down the flow and keep soil in place. 

• Helping Plants Grow: With more moisture in the ground, plants can grow stronger and healthier, creating shade 
and even helping other plants survive. 

• Creating Small Oases: Swales allow a patch of land to stay cooler and more humid, making it friendlier for birds, 
insects, and other wildlife. 

• Reducing Floods: By spreading water out and giving it time to sink in, swales help prevent sudden floods that can 
damage homes and land. 
 



Environmental Benefits of Swales 
 
Swales do more than just help individual gardens—they can improve the whole environment by: 

• Recharging Groundwater: Swales send water deeper underground, helping refill aquifers (underground water 
stores) that supply wells and springs. 

• Supporting Local Plants: As the ground becomes moister, native wildflowers, shrubs, and trees can return, 
supporting insects, birds, and other wildlife. 

• Fighting Desert Spread: Swales can protect the land from becoming even more desert-like, a process called 
desertification. 

• Cooling Cities: In towns and cities, swales with trees and plants can help lower summer temperatures. 
• Capturing Carbon: Healthy plants and soils grab carbon from the air, helping to fight climate change. 

 

How to Use Swales in Your Backyard or Garden 
 
You don't need a big farm to benefit from swales. Even in a backyard, you can use them to grow more with less water. 
Here’s a simple guide: 
 

1. Find the Contour 

Walk your yard after a good rain and notice where water flows or collects. Swales should run across the slope, not up and 
down. If you’re unsure, a level or a simple “A-frame” tool made from sticks and string can help you find the level line. 

2. Dig the Swale 

Use a shovel to dig a shallow trench—maybe 12–18 inches wide and 6–8 inches deep—following the contour. Pile the soil 
you remove on the downhill side to make a small ridge (berm). 

3. Plant the Berm 

On the berm, plant drought-tolerant bushes, flowers, or even fruit trees. Their roots will help hold the soil, and their leaves 
will shade the ground. 

4. Mulch and Maintain 

Add mulch (like wood chips, straw, or leaves) to keep moisture in and weeds down. Over time, your swale will collect 
water and support more life. 

Water-Saving Results 

With swales, you’ll find that your plants need less extra watering. Your soil will become richer and easier to dig, and you’ll 
see more bugs, birds, and butterflies visiting your garden. 
 
 
 



Swales in Natural Farming and Permaculture 
 
Swales are a big part of something called “permaculture”—a way of gardening and farming that works with nature, not 
against it. In natural farming, swales help revive tired, dry land, turning it into productive gardens and orchards. Some 
people use swales to create “food forests,” where trees, bushes, and ground plants all support each other, or 
silvopasture, where animals and trees share the same land. These methods need less water, fewer chemicals, and less 
work over time. 

How Swales Are Used in Africa 
 
Many African countries also struggle with dry climates and poor soils. Swales—and similar earthworks—have helped 
bring life back to these places. Here are a few examples: 
 

Burkina Faso: The Zai Technique 

Farmers in Burkina Faso use “zai pits”—small holes filled with compost and water—to grow crops in worn-out soil. Adding 
swales helps catch even more water. Thanks to these simple methods, fields that once grew nothing now produce grain 
for families. 

Niger: Turning the Desert Green 

In Niger, swales dug along hillsides help capture rain and grow trees. Over the past 30 years, these efforts have restored 
millions of acres of land. People now harvest more crops, collect more firewood, and have more secure food supplies. 

East Africa: Supporting Agroforestry 

In Kenya, Tanzania, and Ethiopia, swales support agroforestry—the practice of mixing trees with crops or pasture. These 
projects help stop soil from washing away, save water, and create shade for coffee or fruit trees. Local communities 
manage these projects, making them better equipped to handle drought. 

Conclusion 
 
Swales are a simple idea: dig a trench, catch some water, and let nature do the rest. Yet their impact is powerful, turning 
dry, dusty land into green, productive spaces—whether in the Sonoran Desert, a neighborhood backyard, or a distant 
village in Africa. If you’re new to gardening, farming, or just interested in helping the environment, swales offer an easy, 
effective way to make a difference—one rainstorm at a time. 
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