
Design Resources for Public Landscapes 

Ellen Mackey (LASGRWC and MWD of So. Cal.)

http://www.araly.com/sbthumbs.php?File=garden.dat&line=0


Outline
Ecological concepts 
Garden/Garden project 
Landscaping Guidelines
Care & Maintenance of Southern California 
Native Plant Gardens
Maintenance Manual
Resources



WHY?  
“Perfect Storm” brewing

Water is a rapidly 
diminishing resource 
everywhere
Prop 84 funds ( $5.4 
billion over 30 years) will 
become available in the 
next 2 years
Public interest in river 
parks and better water 
quality
Losing our local 
biodiversity



Presenter
Presentation Notes
When people who know that there is an LA River think of it, the picture that is brought to mind is stark and concrete bright - a totally straight-jacketed river with very little vegetation remaining. Certainly nothing like the rivers one sees elsewhere in the US, Europe, South America.






Presenter
Presentation Notes
An new vision of the river is emerging.  One that at least seeks to bring people back to an experience with this river that seasonally seems either non existent or raging. After years of being turned away, the Co. Dept. of Public Works as well as a number of stakeholders, including the Watershed Council, a Greenway extending the entire length of the river and its tributaries is underway.

The planning process has been more than 6 years for the River Master Plan and more than 3 years for the landscaping guidelines.




Why Natives for Public Landscape Projects?

Adapted to local conditions 
(water, soil, weather)

Resistant to natural pests 
and diseases

Supports local wildlife

Drought-tolerant

Economical

Not weeds. Less likely to 
become invasive

Beautiful and fragrant

Results in LOWER 
MAINTENANCE

golden currant (Ribes aureum)



Mediterranean biome
Western tip of 
Australia
Cape Town , 
South Africa
Coastal areas of 
Mediterranean
West coast of 
So. America
West Coast U.S.

Cool, wet winters and hot, dry summers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Chaparral Biome extends in 2 bands from 30 to 50 degrees N latitude and 30 to 40 degrees S latitude

Look at the small amount of land in comparison with total land area ,
High number of plants more than 2,000 for California alone



We have seasons – 4 of them !

Winter - growing 
season
Spring - massive 
flowering season
Summer - slowing 
down 
Fall - hibernating, 
resting 

Native plants can look good in all seasons

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We don’t have spectacular displays like the east but we do have seasons
Since there are so many plants locally native to this area there are plenty of choices.
Water at the wrong time an lead to the proliferation of pathogens that will sap the strength of the natives.

Landscapers like the fact that this garden is dynamic rather than static as most gardens. They previsit in order to assess what to do next time they arrive.




Myths about Native Plants   

Hard to grow/persnickety 
- Adapted to local 
conditions
(water, soil, weather)
Look ugly/Not colorful
Expensive
Hard to find care info
Don’t know how to design 
with them
They’re weedsshowy penstemon

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Add Ceanothus griseus horizontalis



Why Natives for Public Landscape Projects?

Adapted to local conditions

(water, soil, weather)

Resistant to natural pests 
and diseases

Drought-tolerant

Economical

Not weeds . Less likely to 
become invasive 

Beautiful and fragrant

Results in LOWER 
MAINTENANCE

wooly blue curls

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Add Ceanothus griseus horizontalis



2006  Highlights2006  Highlights



The comparison garden ideaThe comparison garden idea
A demonstration project composed of two 
adjacent urban front yards contrasting the 
benefits of climate-appropriate plantings and 
water-efficient irrigation compared to the 
style of garden that has traditionally been 
planted in Santa Monica in modern times.



Native
 

Garden Traditional Garden



Item Native
Garden

Traditional
Garden

Design $1,500 $1,500
Demolition $4,100 $2,900
Soil Prep, Plants, Mulch $5,100 $3,500
Irrigation System $2,400 $3,400
Boulders, Bender Board, Signage $3,100 $2,800
Urban Runoff Features

Rain Catchment, Infiltration Pit $3,900 None
Permeable Paving $2,000 None

Total $22,100 $14,100
Landscaped Area 1998 sqft 1879 sqft
Cost per square foot $11.06 $7.50
Cost per square foot nic

 

Urban Runoff $8.11 $7.50

CostCost
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Water Consumption
 

•
 

Greenwaste Production
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Carbon Production (Soon)
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Carbon Production (Soon)

Information TrackedInformation Tracked
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Economical



http://ladpw.org/wmd/watershed/LA/LAR_planting_guidelines_webversion.pdf

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many people involved in the evolution and content of this document
But principals involved in this edition include Bart , Barbara , Cas , and Maria

Following the meetings from August 2002, the comments reflected that the vast majority agreed on the ecological principles

All comments were seriously considered

The document has been reordered.  We moved introduction material up front including Goals and Objectives that sets the stage for the rest of the document. Put all the actual Planting Guidelines together in Part 2 including factors to consider for Designing, Site Preparation, Planting then Maintenance. Then supplementary material in the Appendices. 



Existing Conditions – soil & utilities

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both pictures illustrates soil conditions.  Existing levee and area along the rivers consist of unknown import soil, often gravelly and rocky.  In most cases, the original soil existed next to the original river is long gone.
Currently most of the unplanted levee slopes have been sprayed with herbicide for weed control.
Many cases, utility goes through the river right of way and sometimes the ground under power pole appears to have very strong soil sterilant applied.
The condition along the river for most part is not riparian.



LA Co. Flood Control 
Maintenance Equipment

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(I need to rotate picture)
This is just to illustrate why Flood Maintenance has strict requirement.  
These are used for routine maint. and storm emergency.
Larger equip. needs arms to balance for off-setting hts. and wts.
During emergency, we cannot afford extra work, e.g. cutting trees down, moving walls/boulders.



Planted too close

Setback problems

Issues in the Field

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Setback problems
Planted too close
Wrong choice of plants





Issues in the Field

Homeless encampments

Improperly pruned

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mie
Homeless
Keeping plants low
Vandalism
Sometimes patrolling/monitoring works better




Goals of Landscaping Guidelines

Create a river identity

Create an indigenous native 

plant landscape

Provide a framework for public 

recreation and non-motorized 

transportation

Implement watershed 

management Best Management 

Practices and utilize sustainable 

energy and materials
fuchsia-flowered gooseberry (Ribes speciosum)

John Game



Short List of Plants for the LA River

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Part of a page from the Guidelines.
Talk about what’s there . . .
Also included are position in the watershed, accessibility to water, shaded sites, and plant associations
Not the historic distribution




Setbacks

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ellen

17’ setback replaces the 21’ setback

A continuous row of trees replaces the groupings of three trees every 100 feet





Ecological Constraints in design

Sun exposure
(aspect)– how much 
sun

Soil - test; plant in 
the soil you have

Water – CSS/CHA 
natives want winter 
water

Space – width and 
depth of design areaBarbara Eisenstein

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We highly recommend matching the plants to your garden conditions so that you can spend more time enjoying your garden and less time coddling plants that may not do best there. So check your soils and sun exposure then believe the amount of water to be 




Sustainable Landscapes

Choose locally native plants that 
can exist within present 
ecological constraints based on 
soils tests

Pay attention to ultimate size

Select plant species that will minimize 
maintenance (water and pruning)

Minimize use of pesticides

Manage invasive exotics species 
(weeding, mulching)

Use stormwater BMPs to maximize 
rainwater infiltration

California rose (Rosa californica)

http://ww1.clunet.edu/wf/nca/flowers/picts/nca-447.jpg


Issues
Los Angeles is on of the most 
park-poor cities in the US.
An Angeleno’s average bill 
reflects 50%-80% for outdoor 
irrigation; mostly imported 
water.
So. Cal. has one of the highest 
clusters of endangered species 
in California
Due to development pressure 
in LA, less than 10% of our 
native habitat remains
We feel the remaining wild 
populations need protection 
and, if possible, expansion.

purple sage (Salvia leucophylla)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Define BMPs and give examples maybe even show a cross section 



Issues
The SGR watershed is ~ 680 
square miles with ~ 550 acres of 
potential revegetation area along 
ROWs.
The LAR is ~ 880 square miles 
with ~ 650 acres of potential 
revegetation area along ROWs.
A number of river revitalization 
projects are already in the 
planning stages.
There is a shortage of 
documented local seed and 
container stock.
Commercial growers are willing to 
collect but it is a time-consuming, 
costly process that requires 
considerable lead time.

toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia)



Solutions
The use of local, native plant 
materials creates beautiful, 
functional public spaces that 
use substantially less (or no) 
water after establishment.
We proposed to:
• Create a short list of plants
• Identify local plant 

populations for later seed 
collection

Project proponents with public 
open space revegetation 
projects can plan with specific 
plant lists and access the plant 
locations (or seed bank) to 
begin their contract growing 
process.

hummingbird sage (Salvia spathacea)



Identification of populations for 
indigenous SGR plants

Develop a short plant list for 
the SGR watershed
Identify plant populations
Collect plant vouchers,  and 
GIS coordinates
Develop a map from GIS 
data
Store plant vouchers in 
RSAGB herbarium
Develop and distribute a 
informational brochure

California fuchsia (Zauschneria californica )



Criteria for Short List Plants
Native and appropriate for 
SGR watershed

Growable in nursery 
conditions

High probability for success

Available within the SGR 
system

Have aesthetic appeal

Provide potential wildlife 
habitat

Require minimum 
maintenance and water after 
establishment

Encelia californica; California sunflower bush

Barbara Eisenstein



Short List of Plants for the SGR Project
Botanical Name Common Name

Trees
1 Alnus rhombifolia white alder
2 Juglans californica var. californica California walnut
3 Platanus racemosa California sycamore
4 Populus fremontii ssp. fremontii Fremont cottonwood
5 Quercus agrifolia var. agrifolia coast live oak
6 Quercus engelmannii Engelmann or mesa oak
7 Quercus lobata valley oak
8 Salix exigua sandbar willow
9 Salix gooddingii black willow
10 Salix laevigata red willow
11 Salix lasiolopis arroyo willow
12 Sambucus mexicana Mexican elderberry
13 Umbellularia californica California bay laurel

Shrubs and Perennials
14 Artemisia californica California sagebrush
15 Artemisia douglasiana mugwort
16 Atriplex lentiformis ssp. lentiformis (A. lentiformis ssp. breweri) saltbush
17 Baccharis pilularis var. consanguinea coyote brush
18 Baccharis salicifolia mulefat
19 Berberis (Mahonia) nevinii Nevin’s barberry
20 Cercocarpus betuloides var. betuloides mountain mahogany
21 Encelia californica California encelia
22 Epilobium canum ssp. latifolium (Zauschneria californica) California fuchsia
23 Epilobium canum ssp. canum (Zauschneria californica) hoary California fuchsia
24 Eriodictyon trichocalyx var. trichocalyx hairy yerba santa
25 Eriogonum fasciculatum var. foliolosum California buckwheat



Native Plant Populations in the SGR (NFWF)



Native Seed Resources Program
Seek funding for seed 
collection and banking

Monitor seed 
collection activities

Initiate a nursery 
network to grow 
seeds and propagules

Distribute seed to 
project proponents

Fay’s Wildflower Meadow at
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden







Care & Maintenance manual
Cooperative project 
between: TPF, RSABG, 
CNPS (volunteers)

Published by MWD

Bilingual Text

Target audience –
beginners

Goal – reduce the 
intimidation factor

Geographic extent

Take it outside!



Care & Maintenance manual

CONTENTS:
Climate
Soil
Watering
Planting
Plant Care
Pests
Weeds
Appendices Purple sage









Soil   p. 11

www.attra.org/attra-pub/soil-lab.html









Watering
Combine plants in 
groups by water needs
Hydrate most 
CSS/CHA plants 
deeply monthly 
(depending on soil)
Some plants DO NOT 
want summer water



Stormwater

CASQA, Stormwater Best Management Practice Handbook, June 2003



Planting p. 49









Plant Care p. 67

Pruning terms

Tools & equipment

Types of pruning 
and   grooming 
(illustrations)

Pruning by plant 
type (photos)

Special section for 
oaks











Pests 
p. 135, 209

Pest tables    
by plant genus

by symptom
UC Davis Pest Notes









Pests – NOT!



Weeds  p. 177

Weed control 
methods
Common weeds 
& management
Cal-IPC 
website







Solarization



Flaming



Foaming 

treatment

1 week after treatment

5 weeks after treatment







Park Maintenance Manuals?
Even the best projects fail 
without maintenance

Site-specific plan

Summarizes project history 
in one place as project 
changes hands

Accessible to maintenance 
crews

Can be used as an 
education manual

Includes all aspects of 
maintenance

Details responsibilities & 
phone numbers 

Includes a monthly checklist
Ceanothus ‘Dark Star’



Old Marengo Park 
Maintenance Manual

1.  Introduction 
2. Soils, planting, fertilization, 

and mulch 
3. Watering, irrigation, and

stormwater
4. Plant maintenance 
5. Weed management 
6. Pest management 
7.  Hardscape, site amenities,

and graffiti 
8. Litter management 
9. Green waste management
Maintenance Monitoring Checklist



Plant Maintenance - 
Salvia ‘Tera Seca’

Grows to 2’ high and spreads 8’
Needs full sun
Needs well-drained soils 
Water requirements very low 
especially in the summer 
Never fertilize; results in excessive 
growth
Only lightly pinch and dead-head.  
Never cut into woody stems 
If aphids appear, warmer, drier 
weather will drive them off if the 
lady bug larvae do not get them 
first. Or spray them with soapy 
water
Prone to mildew but condition will 
resolve itself when the weather gets 
warmer/drier



Plant Maintenance - 
Red Monkeyflower

Grows 2’-3’ tall and 2’ -4’ wide
Prefers partial shade or will go 
dormant in the summer and fall
Adaptable but prefers well-drained 
soils
Hydrate with occasional summer 
water
Pinch or tip young plants regularly 
to promote dense growth 
Never prune back to old wood as 
the plants rarely recover 
May succumb to fungal or viral 
assault.  May show symptoms of 
powdery mildew due to poor water 
management 
Cut off flowering stems in May or 
early June then water to obtain a 
second flowering display in late 
summer



Plant Maintenance - 
Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’ Grows to 2’ tall and spreads to 8‘

wide
Needs full sun
Needs well-drained soils
Low water requirements especially in 
summer
Never fertilize; results in excessive 
growth
Rarely needs pruning; pinch back 
the center of the plant while it is 
young
Prune in late fall/early winter as new 
growth begins.  Never cut into 
woody stems
If aphids appear, warmer, drier 
weather will drive them off if the 
ladybug larvae do not get them first.
Prone to mildew but condition will 
resolve itself when the weather gets 
warmer/drier



Plant Maintenance - 
Ceanothus ‘Dark Star’

Grows to 6’ high and 8’- 10’
wide 
Needs full sun
Short-lived if given too much 
water 
Sensitive to water molds on 
poorly drained soils 
Never fertilize; when grown in 
poor soil, develops nodules of 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria in roots
Spring; tip or pinch lightly after 
flowering in late winter 
Never cut into any growth that 
is larger around than a pencil 



Maintenance Checklist & Schedule

Task January February March April May June July August September

Soil testing
Fertilization no never not no never not no never not
Mulch replacement check/add check/add 

Irrigation equipment weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly
Soil moisture monitoring as needed as needed as needed as needed as
Backflow preventet certification X

Tree maintenance check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires check guy wires
Quercus agrifolia prune if needed prune if needed prune if needed
Quercus engelmannii prune if needed prune if needed prune if needed
Cercis occidentalis prune if needed prune if needed

Shrubs and perennials
Ceanothus ‘Dark Star’ prune/pinch backprune/pinch back
Eriogonum grande rubescens dead head dead head dead head dead head
Lessingia ‘Silver Carpet’
Mimulus aurantiacus pinch back lightly pinch back lightlyprune flwr stems 
Muhlenbergia capillaris prune if needed
Penstemon heterophyllus cut back hard
Penstemon spectablis cut back hard
Ribes aureum prune
Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’
Salvia clevelandii prune
Salvia mellifera ‘Tera Seca’ prune
Salvia spathacea dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ?
Trichostema lanatum dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ? dead head ?
Zauschneria californica prune prune remove seedlings remove seedlings

Annuals
Eschscholzia californica pull by hand pull by hand
Nemophila menziesii pull by hand pull by hand

Plant replacement plant

Weed management
hand pulling weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly
oil sprays as needed as needed as needed as needed as

Pest management
Vertebrates (rodents, etc.) weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly
Invertebrates (ants, slugs) weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly
Disease, fungi, etc. weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly

Hardscape management as needed as needed as needed as needed as
Graffiti weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly

Litter management weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly weekly

Greenwaste management as needed as needed as needed as needed as



www.lasgrwc.org

Plant Profiler – information for landscape designers 
(www.theplantprofiler.com)
Link to Landscaping Guidelines for the LAR
Alternatives List  - common natives instead of . . .
Maintenance Manual – site specific manual



Questions?
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