
Ancient Wisdom for Modern 
Water Conservation

Ollas



Ollas
Olla (pronounced oh-ya) 



What Is an Olla?
•  is an ancient technique practiced in 

various dry and arid parts of the world
• especially in Africa, Pakistan, India, Iran, 

parts of Mexico, and more
• It has been mentioned in one of the first 

Chinese agricultural texts as old as 2000 
years 



• A porous, unglazed clay pot buried in soil
• Filled with water and covered at the top
• Water slowly seeps through the walls of the pot
• Ancient irrigation method used in China, Africa, and the 

Americas

What Is an Olla?



Ancient Technology, Modern sustainibiblity



water movement through the soil



• The soil around the olla draws water through the 
pot’s walls via soil moisture tension

• Water is only released when the surrounding soil 
is dry

• No water waste from evaporation or runoff

How Does It Work?





Benefits of Using Ollas

•Efficient water usage
• Promotes deep root growth

• Reduces weed growth
• Low maintenance



Tomatoes salad greensherbs

kales chili peppers

bell peppersgourds squash

peasbeans flowers

cornmelonspotatoes

Ollas work best 
for plants that 
have fibrous (or 
adventitious) 
roots and a 
canopy of 

leaves overhead
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Step-by-Step Olla Irrigation
1. Bury the olla in your garden bed
2. Fill it with water
3. Cover the opening to prevent debris and mosquitoes
4. Refill every few days, depending on climate & plant 

needs

How to do it



• Water savings: Up to 50–70% less water than surface 
irrigation (like sprinklers or drip lines).

• Low evaporation: Since the water is released underground, 
surface evaporation is minimal.

• Precise moisture delivery: Plants take only the water they 
need via capillary action, reducing overwatering.

• Low maintenance: Once buried and filled, ollas need refilling 
only every few days (sometimes a week), depending on 
weather and soil.

Key points on olla efficiency:



• They need to be buried -take up space, in small gardens
•  Filling them by hand - time-consuming
• if you forget to check them (or go on vacation)                                  

it can lead to issues - like no water!
• Salts may build up in the olla and clog it 
• seedlings will need extra water until their roots reach 

ollas come with disadvanteages



If you want to 
store or on-line 
purchase there 
are plenty of 

options!



• Using waterproof sealant plug the drain hole of one  pots
• Ensure the seal is tight to prevent leaks 
• allow it to “cure” or dry according to sealant label 

directions 

make it 
yourselfMaterials: unglazed clay pots (2) with 

saucer or lid, waterproof caulk or silicone 
sealant 



• Connect the pots: Apply the sealant 
around the top edge of the sealed pot 

• attach the other pot, upside down, 
• creates a watertight container
•  allow to dry well

make it 
yourself

Using the pot with the sealed drainage hole and the other 

clay pot:



•  Add a lid, saucer or even a large pebble 
to the top to help Prevents evaporation 

• Prevents mosquitoes, insects or debris

make it 
yourself



Great for 
container-

grown plants
Still waters when away



MINT 
PLants

• Can spread quickly in a 
garden if conditions are right

• Loves evenly moist soil

• Pot contains the roots/plant
• No spreading
• Olla helps to keep that evenly moist 

soil

and other water 
loving plants



Any 
Questions?

Thank you!

Sharon P. Flynt,                                                                                
Agent for Horticulture
Scott County Cooperative Extension



https://www.nativeseeds.org/blogs/blog-news/how-to-use-olla-irrigation

https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/2024-08/az1911-2021.pdf

resources: 

and more . . .

https://www.nativeseeds.org/blogs/blog-news/how-to-use-olla-irrigation
https://extension.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/2024-08/az1911-2021.pdf
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