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	Page 1: So you’ve bought your first house or perhaps you’ve finally achieved your retirement dream of five acres in the country, or maybe you just bought an old fixer upper.  All that outdoor space is a blank tapestry beckoning you to weave it full of color, style, and utility.  Yet, every time you think about breaking ground, your feeling is one of helplessness and fear.Admit it.  You need help and advice.  Relax its okay.  Most home landscapes would be more appealing and useful, if they had been designed for curb appeal and outdoor living, not just window dressing.  “Outdoor living” means designing your outdoor space into usable places where family and friends can gather, play, work, or grow food to eat.  If done right, the outdoor area becomes just another “room” of your house and hopefully one where you want to spend a lot of time.  It’s never too late to make a change. Even avid gardeners that know a lot about plants come to recognize that something is just all wrong with their own garden layout or design.  Sometimes it takes years of living in a place to realize that they made a mistake in the design.  If you’re a do-it-yourselfer, you’ll go for the challenge.  Or it might be time to call in a professional to help you design your yard for living.   Finding a good landscape professional can appear confusing.  There are landscape architects, contractors, and designers – or simply “landscapers.”  Which pro do you need?  And once you decide that, how do you find one who you’ll like?If solving your problems entails some heavy duty construction such as retaining walls and major changes in slopes, grades, hydraulics and elevations, then perhaps a member of the American Association of Landscape Architects (ASLA) is for you.  Landscape Architects have taken a four or five year program at an accredited university and passed a national examination.    But if you’re the average homeowner with a quarter acre lot or less and a small budget, trying to re-design your small back yard, a Landscape Architect might be a little over the top.  Someone who advertises as a landscape contractor may have an instinct for design, but is more likely to be an installer of plants and decks; the person you call AFTER you have a design.  Landscape Contractors often install the plans that a Landscape Architect designed.  However some contractors also design. 
	Page 2: Landscape designers are apt to concentrate more on horticulture and less on hydraulics.  But anyone can use the title “designer,” so how do you begin to find a good one? Some designers have established enough of a reputation that they get all their business by word of mouth.  If you really admire a neighbor’s garden and suspect that they had some help putting it together, ask them who designed their plan.  And just as hardware stores frequently have names of building contractors, local nurseries can often recommend garden designers.  Letting your fingers walk through the Yellow Pages is a pretty hit-or-miss proposition, but landscape designers’ ads do give you an idea about their main focus, whether it be natural- scapes, water features, or specific landscape styles like Southwestern, Mediterranean, or Japanese.  Your initial visit with a designer, contractor, or architect is important.  Invite 3 or 4 to your property for an estimate.  This is a chance for the two of you to try to figure out if you can work together and it is really quite painless.  Don’t be afraid to ask the professionals about their credentials – education and training, years of experience, certification, and professional memberships.  See if you can get names and phone numbers of former clients or places where you can see previous work.  Tell the designer whether you just want them to draw a plan or if you want them to install every brick and plant.  Of course, you must talk about…money.  The designer will ask you for your price range.  Or if you want to take the lead, ask the designer for an estimate on the plan.  The estimate will vary considerably depending upon the type of material you purchase, such as flagstone versus concrete.  If the budget is tight or if you are doing the labor yourself, the designer may be happy to talk about a plan that can be carried out in stages.  Good designers will look at your outdoor spaces with an artist’s eye.  They are likely to give you more ideas in a couple of hours than you can produce in months.  They will guide you in framing a view with trees, or shaping a patio to create an illusion of more space.  Their design should help you enhance the natural beauty of your landscape.  The Visalia Home and Patio SpringFEST is this weekend at the Visalia Convention Center.  Master Gardeners are offering two seminars that speak to design:  On Friday afternoon at 2pm Cecile Garrison will talk about “Creating Outdoor Rooms” and on Saturday at 11am Peyton Ellas will speak to “Designing and Starting Your Garden: Central Valley Style.”  The hot new trend in garden design is “sustainable landscaping”.  That is just what “Gardening Central Valley Style” is all about. See you there.
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