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Ten Elements of Natural Design
By Larry Weaner

The elements that make a landscape design “nataraldifficult to define. A landscape with curveelddines,
informal plant arrangements and no pyramidal yesesdot always qualify as a natural landscape.ashvibcates of
natural design are not necessarily eager to bansist of beautiful exotics from the plant paletEAmerican landscape
designers, replacing the plants with a motley cpégtraggly natives.

The basic concept behind natural design, howévéajrly simple—to incorporate native plant comritigs into
the designed landscape. But their successful incatipn requires a basic understanding of how egilants operate in
nature.

Too often, random informality passes for “natdradhen in reality nature is highly ordered and diryty but
random. Understanding this order and using it ind@signs is the key to making natural design wlkand successful.
This does not mean, however, that we must desigligixely with native plants, attempt to copy natexactly, or
exclude the influences of other design styles. Jdw is to create a framework for the overall destylandscape that has
an aesthetic and ecological relationship to ouigggous landscape through the use of native plankeir natural
associations.

The basic considerations of natural design caorbleen down into three categories: aesthetic, memglgand
environmental.

The aesthetic aspect of our designs is highlyesiive, and individual style varies greatly. Somesigners may
object to uniformly patterning their work on thetiwa landscape, feeling they are homogenizing tthegigns or stifling
their artistic expression. But, as landscape desgyrour medium is the land.

Unlike a painter whose art occupies an isolatedvas, our work visually interacts with the surrougd
landscape, both natural and constructed. We theréfve a responsibility to contribute continuitylaa sense of place to
the larger landscape. To successfully accomplistamiage of art and nature, we should sometimesuégos aside
and let nature be our guide.

The managerial aspect of natural design is tigtédact that reducing landscape maintenanceti©ag priority
for virtually all our clients. Natural design tedgues can make a great contribution in this reglinis does not mean
that natural landscapes are maintenance-free andecaompletely left to natural processes with mman guidance,
however.

What natural design does mean is that landscapéestorporate native plants and natural procesgesequire
less time, money and energy for upkeep than desigmhich plants are selected and combined forroeraal effect
alone. A purely ornamental garden is like a bealjtfleek automobile with no engine. It may be n@éok at, but the
only direction it will go without help is downhillie will be perpetually required to tow these gasiap the hill with
fertilizers, watering hoses and weeding forks.

The environmental considerations of natural deaignequally important. Many detrimental landscaiaetices
can be minimized or eliminated. Such landscapetipecinclude the excessive use of pesticides,itidds, inorganic
fertilizers, fossil fuels burned while mowing largeeas of turf grass, and exotic species that aggeessively naturalized
in the wild.

Natural design aims not only to reduce these negatfects, but to make a positive contributiorie
surrounding environment as well. Naturally desiglattiscapes can also become functioning ecosystapable of
providing food and shelter for animals and inseets|e helping to perpetuate many native plants sehloabitats are
being reduced through development.

Now that I've covered these main categories,ikd to discuss 10 elements of natural design aadeies of
how to apply them to our work.

1. Cultivate in your clients an appreciation of thebeauty in nature.

Everyone admires the beauty in a majestic moumgaige or a towering waterfall, but most of whata&e create in our
landscapes is more subtle. The contrasting pattérsisaight and leaning tree trunks in a woodlgralre, a single turk’s
cap lily (Lilium superbuphnodding above a bed of meadow grass, or theddyeranches of a pagoda dogwoGadrus
alternifolio) in a woodland edge may be an acquired taste.

A native old field in winter is a prime exampletlaww learning to see the landscape anew can opdtola new
vista of aesthetic possibilities. The glisteningrage of little bluestenfSchizachyrium scopariunn the sun, punctuated
with columnar green patches of eastern red cedaui{erus virginian@iis a spectacular American scene, and a much
more warming sight on a frigid February morningntleacurled up ‘PJM’ rhododendroRliododendrorPJIM’) in a
crispy bed of pachysandrBdchysandra terminaljs Designers who cultivate in their clients an agmtion of the natural
world around them will find their work to be moras#ly accepted. (Ten Elements of Natural Design, Page 1)



2. Minimize disturbance of existing native growth.
Protecting existing native growth, particularly vadtends, is easier and less expensive than tryingstore it after it's
destroyed. Even our best restoration efforts magmnachieve the beauty and mystery of an undistLmbeodland.
Developers, architects and clients need to be aefatee benefits of considering ecological systéefre designing the
structures for the site.

Early decisions relating to the siting of buildsngopographic changes and excavation disturbaarcéelp
minimize destruction of natural growth during caastion. Unfortunately, landscape designers anditects often are
brought in after construction is complete and hawepportunity to influence the treatment of thestig landscape.

3. Decide how closely your design will emulate theative landscape.
The design will be determined by numerous factockiding the character of the surrounding landscelgnt dictates,
architectural style, site characteristics and taesof the site.

A large site may allow for the design of a funotiy ecosystem using strictly native species. Alena
residential site can be designed with a perimétsit@-appropriate natives, becoming more cultigaes the landscape
nears the house. Native plant cultivars such atd@ofleece’ goldenrodSplidago sphacelat&olden fleece’), ‘Purple
Dome’ aster Aster novae-angli&Purple Dome’) and native azalea cultivars cawvdry useful in making a transition
from wild areas to more formal ones.

4. Allocate the location of woodlands, open spacaad transitional areas.

Natural landcape patterns found in many areas ¢in@ut the country are formed by the interplay obdlands, open
landscapes and the transitional areas where they (@d@ges or ecotones). A graceful and functionglahthese features
will define the desigteforeany plants are selected. Even small propertiebeapproached in this manner, often
resulting in the illusion of more space. (See sadditled, “Woodlands, Meadows and Transition Zof)es

5. Base your design on native plant communities fowl in similar conditions in the surrounding areas.
Determine which plant communities would have exigia the site had it not been disturbed, and wesseths a design
model.

Determining native plants is easiest on a sitegtihcontains remnants of indigenous growththit is not the
case, you can obtain information by observing neagiural areas with similar ecological conditioasalyzing the sall
and hydrology of the site, obtaining geological syapd studying the natural history of the area.

If the post-disturbance soil and water conditiaresno longer capable of supporting these planhuamities,
consider basing your design on a community withlainconditions.

6. Use and plan for natural processes of change maodify the landscape.
The indigenous landscape is a constantly changistgis composed of plants, animals, insects, migeodsms and
soils. Plants are not isolated entities, but pigiats in a system constantly in flux. Differenpég of systems change at
different rates. The annual meadow immediatelyltiegufrom a disturbance may last for only one yedrile the
perennial meadow may last for 10 before yieldingitmeer forest species. By contrast, an old oakhéckory forest
may last for hundreds of years if left undisturbed.

Once these changing systems are understood, signdecan decide which aspects to encourage,disge or
manipulate to fit the requirements of the clierd aite. Designed landscapes need not be statiogrtagths frozen in time
forever, doing battle with the forces of nature.

7. Occupy all the spaces.

A basic law of almost any native ecosystem is ifivabthing is currently growing in a given spacegeething soon will.
The more available space is filled, the less oppaty there is for a weed to enter. Plants growrejaach other, above
each other and below each other. Even a 3-footedldow has a multi-layered structure designeddbdf the area.
This is also evident below ground, where fibrousted plants occupy the soil surface and coexidt détep taprooted
plants “holding down the fort” down below. Thereabvious lessons here for the designer interaéstectating
landscapes that have the ability to fight off wewdsion without the aid of mulches, fabrics andlghoes.

Mulched beds around isolated groupings of shrodsa open invitation to neighborhood bullies sash
Canadian thistleGirsium arvensg knotweed Polygonum and nut grasGyperus esculentysA mixed, densely planted
herbaceous ground cover layer, composed of plaithscamplementary aboveground and belowground drdwabits,
will be far more successful at inhibiting weed isigan than any mulch. If this ground layer is alssigned for succession
of bloom and contrasting foliage texture, we carate a reduced-maintenance landscape that sugigestiverse
tapestry of our native ground covers while achig\an artistic and colorful compositiofTen Elements of Natural Design, Page 2)



8. Increase ground water recharge by preserving rawater on-site.

Current landscape practice often considers sur@ater as something to be eliminated. Meanwhilggwa
shortages are a frequent problem in our communii#gnever we grade a property to direct surfaneffunto the
storm water system, we are sending a valuable catitynout to sea.

Aquifer recharge, the replenishment of our undmrgd water tables, depends upon the absorpticairofater
into the ground. We can assist this process bygysamds, irrigation catchments, porous paving sedand bog gardens.
Low wet areas can be converted into colorful adsgtesigning them as wet basins containing a rahgelorful water-
tolerant plants like turtlehea@kelone lyonj, Joe-Pye weede(uipatorium purpureuin New England asteAgter novae-
anglia) and blue flag irisiis versicolo).

9. Employ alternatives to high-maintenance lawns.

The American lawn has become the focus of a greatof controversy. Great quantities of watettjlieers an
fossil fuels are expended for lawn upkeep and theuat of pollution from herbicides, pesticides anahll engine
exhaust is well documented.

Although there is nothing inherently evil in a ddaof Kentucky blue grass or the person who likegplacing
substantial portions of mowed lawn with other, mecelogically friendly plantings would have a pogteffect on our
environment. A mowed lawn does serve a unique fondh that you can walk, lay and play catch ondtetivities that
are difficult in a tall grass meadow or a cottagedgn. It is possible, however, to offer alternadithat are affordable,
easily sustainable, ecologically sound and aestilstipleasing.

The first alternative to lawn is lawn. Not theaesce-intensive grass monoculture that we nornint, but a
diverse ground cover of creeping broadleaf plaatslined with slow-growing drought and disease-tastsgrass
cultivars or native grass species. These plantsl@gociude buffalo grasBuchloe dactyloidgsPennsylvania sedge
(Carex pensylvanigawild strawberry Fragaria spp.) and violets\iola spp.). A lawn of this type would require little or
no fertilizer or chemical application, and woulceddo be mowed less frequently than a traditicenahl

Wildlfower meadows are currently the most popldsn alternative as they can provide visually stating,

low-maintenance landscapes. However, in orderhiesé plantings to succeed in the long run, the nbajaf wildflower
(Ten Elements of Natural Design, Page 3)



seed producers must completely revamp their mikesuals and short-lived perennials selected for édiate floral
effect must give way to long-term native perenngald grasses selected for function and site-adidiptals well as
aesthetics. By patterning these landscapes aftarative prairies and grasslands, their excitinggptial can be fully
realized.

The most neglected lawn alternative is woodlandil&\bpen space is highly valued, it can be everemo
appreciated when contrasted with a shady tree giide this type of landscape would obviously tékelonger to
mature, a transitional period can be filled wittheadow or grassland landscape supplemented with. tvéoodland
understory and ground layer plants can be added a%ufficient canopy is developed.

10. Exclude invasive, exotic plants in the nativahdscape.

A number of exotic species have naturalized soesgively into our woods, meadows and wetlandsthieat
natural plant diversity of these areas is destroyédse include many commonly used ornamental pkunth as Norway
maple Acer platanoides burning bush euonymuggonymus atlatysprivet Ligustrun), Japanese barberrigdrberis
thunbergi). Russian oliveElaeagnus angustifol)aand tatarian honeysucklednicera tatarica).Purple loosestrife
(Lythrum salicarig, a European perennial that has attained enorpopglarity, has completely destroyed the
biodiversity of thousands of acres of wetlandsaii@k that its cultivars are sterile and theref@ariiess have been
proved false, as these cultivars eventually hybeidito fertile forms.) We should completely abamdsing any plants
that have proved to be invasive in the native laaps.

In addition, we should be looking into ways toritiyy and discontinue using any new plants thatshkely
potential for invading our natural areas.

Although natural design is not new, current pubiiterest in natural aesthetics, reduced landsoapggement
and environmental issues is making its widespreadance a real possibility. In order to capitabn this opportunity,
we need to develop concrete and reliable stratégidhe design, implementation and managemertiedd landscapes
based on real ecological principles.

Landscape designers and architects influence ¢aéntent of vast areas of land. We have a resptitystbitreat
the land as more than our personal paint canvaslaruscape designer should be part artist andqgzairman, restoring
some of the aesthetic qualities and environmentadtfons of the native landscape that have beenogesl. By making
an effort to truly understand the workings of auttigenous landscape, and combining that understgmwdih the
horticultural and design knowledge long associatgd our profession, we can legitimately lay claiorthe word
“natural” when describing our work.

Woodlands, Meadows and Transition Zones

Natural design can incorporate native woodlandsraeadows, as well as transition zones betweetwihen a
limited space, you can adapt these elements talesracale.

Woodlands are the dominant plant community typmamy areas throughout the United States. If left
undisturbed, these open sites would revert to dgp@of forest community after passing through masistages of
herbaceous and woody shrub composition. Therefdrere woodlands predominate, landscapes patteftexcbar
indigenous forest should be a strong—if not domiragomponent of our work. The re-establishment obdland
landscapes on open sites, both large and smalljdhtso be considered as a primary option.

A natural woodland is composed of a multilayergubtdry of canopy and understory trees with a grdayer of
shrubs and herbaceous plants. Trees of the saresjpee found at many different ages and irregtilesters, and do not
necessarily have straight trunks and uniform helads.ct, leaning and jagged trunks can often leentlost interesting
feature in the landscape.

Unfortunately, there is not enough space to crgateself-sustaining woodlands on most resideptiaperties.
However, if the planting of site-appropriate natweodland species on the perimeters of suburbgpepties became
commonplace, a series of continuous woodland amsidiould be created, connecting existing isol&tegiments of
native forest badly in need of ecological interactiThe positive ecological impact of this wouldduéte significant,
while the aesthetic advantages of suburban landsoapsual harmony with our native American forestuld be easily
apparent. Additional privacy would be a bonus.

Native meadows and grasslands are often the proditioe disturbance of existing woodlands. Thisutzance
can result from either people (fire, bulldozersainlsaws) or nature (fire, storm, pathogens).ftfdkone, a succession of
plant communities occupies the site. The procegsbevith herbaceous annuals and biennials, thesleo herbaceous
perennials and grasses. A mixed old field compao$érbaceous perennials, shrubs and fst growioigegir trees

follows. Finally, the site reverts to woodlandsiuamnother disturbance comes along, starting tloegss all over again.
(Ten Elements of Natural Design, Page 4)



To preserve the open landscape then—be it lawndorear perennial border—we must continuously artest
successional process by artificially disturbing ldredscape in various ways, such as by mowing laamdsweeding
perennial gardens.

Although there are many different types of nativeadows, they generally have one thing in commabe.glant
group most vital for their stability are the wareason grasses such as Little BluestS8ohi{zachyrium scoparigmindian
grass $orghastrum nutangand Panic gras®éanicum virgatum Although wildflowers receive the bulk of atteyrtiand
are certainly an important aesthetically pleasiogipn of the mix, it is the grasses that provikde stability for successful
long-term results. Only through a combination ofmwaeason grasses and tough native perennialdeskfec site
adaptability can we create dynamic and colorfuliabapes that can live up to the low-maintenanceaapons
surrounding the wildflower meadow.

Woodland edges (or ecotones, in the languageeaédblogist) are the transitional areas betweewtiuels and
the open landscape. They are, by nature, rapidlpgig plant communities composed largely of hezbas perennials,
woody shrubs and vines. These communities candecdpecies from both the woodlands and open lapdsdaat the
ecotones separate. Additional species not foumdther of the bordering landscapes may also beepteSome of the
plants found growing in edges are the same piosmegies found in landscapes in transition from dpemoodland
communities.

We can design and manage a small woodland asgeneetsystem, or selectively remove some of the edg
species and manage the landscape to contain saime aésthetic and functional characteristics ahtarior forest.
Ecotones are dynamic and diverse communities thldtdvery prominent visual position in the langszaand the design
opportunities are exciting.

Woodland edges also present both challenges gmattopities for the designer. Many of the most pEons
weedy vines such as Oriental bitterswé&tlastrus orbiculatysand Japanese honeysucklerficera japonica can be
found in this type of environment where a combmaf trees for support and adequate light for gncave present. A
dense planting of desirable edge species, suchragvood {/iburnum dentatuin Pagoda dogwoodCprnus
alternifolioa) and Sweet fernQomptonia peregrinacan help to eliminate these vines, but selectiveoval may be
needed as a supplemental management tool in maeg.ca
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