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Natural Systems



• Site Design Factors…
– Property lines (know where you are!)
– Existing grades & drainage conditions
– Existing (healthy) trees
– Aspect (sun exposure)



…and, of course…

Your customer !!!!



A single row of rocks…
&/or single stones are often used to 

“make the grade”

As you already heard, SOIL MATTERS.
---beyond the consideration for appropriate soil protection, 

amendment and management, there is additionally, 
the matter of 

holding soil 
in place…



Site Design 
options
…walls, stairs, ramped     
walkways, etc. 



“Step Down”
stones for

safety, 
maintainability,…

think ahead 



…placed with care 
to 

protect or 
“set the stage”
for trees …think ahead 



…and
prevent erosion …



rocks, 
mulch & jute 
…each has a part to play.



Well BEFORE
Planting

BUT…



…i.e.
no rocks,
mulch,
or jute where 
the customer 
wants

Grass!!

…with
a planting plan
Clearly
in mind



BUT wait
a minute…why would
anyone choose 

GRASS???

some do,
some don’t

…so be sure you 
know!!



Either way,
you can
expect plants to be the

“star of the show”…

… and trees to be

the headliner!



Why 
plant just one…

…When there is
plenty of room for

Three!!

…The Backbone of
every
Natural Systems Project,

& every
Planting Plan

TREES…



With a solid
Backbone of 

Trees,
the 
task to select
& locate
Shrubs,
Perennials 
& groundcover
comes naturally,

Right??



WELL, NO.

there’s a little more to it.



Colored 
irrigation
Flags come

in handy…

to help 
keep 
the customer 

Happy!!!



think  outside the box
…like a 

string line

Doesn’t always
have

to be

Straight!



…an 

entry
walk can 

step aside
….with

grace.



and so

a parade of 

colorful

flags
…

Becomes
a parade of 

plants!



May 2001

July 2002



Natural Systems
Building Partnerships

with 
Neighborhoods         



Homeowners Manual 



Homeowners Manual 
- Watering



Go to www.seattle.gov/util/naturalsystems
look under Overview / Technical resources / 

“Practically Easy Landscape Manual” or “Plant ID”



Natural Systems
A palette of 

nature’s     
colors…

…an ever-changing

canvas



Plant 
Selection



•Height (Tall, Medium, Low)

•Spread (Wide, Medium, Narrow)

•Color (seasonal!)

•Texture

•Habitat Value

•Neighborhood context

•Personal favorite!

•Height (Tall, Medium, Low)

•Spread (Wide, Medium, Narrow)

•Color (seasonal!)

•Texture

•Habitat Value

•Neighborhood context

•Personal favorite!

TREES
Evergreen                      Deciduous

DIVERSITY
It’s a VERY “good thing”!



Hinoki Cypress

Tall/ Wide

Tall/ 
Narrow

Tall/ Wide



Japanese Black Pine

Austrian 
Pine

Hinoki Cypress

Medium/Medium
(slow growth rate)



Tall/ Wide

Tall/ Wide



Tall/ Narrow



Tupelo

Eddie’s White Wonder Dogwood

StyraxMedium/ Wide

Medium/ Narrow

Low / Wide



Autumn Brilliance Serviceberry
Low / Narrow



Galaxy Magnolia
Low/ Narrow



Purple-
Leafed
Hazelnut

Diane Witchhazel

Low / Wide

Low / Wide



• Sunset Maple

Pacific Sunset Maple

Medium / Medium



•Height (Tall, Medium, Low)

•Spread (Wide, Medium, Narrow)

•Color (seasonal!)

•Texture

•Habitat Value

•Neighborhood context

•Personal favorite!
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SHRUBS
Evergreen                      Deciduous

DIVERSITY
It’s a VERY “good thing”!



Vine Maple



Flame Maple



Hazelnut



Smoke Tree



Strawberry Tree



Native Rhododendron



Myrica



Flower & 
leaf

Willow-leaf
Cotoneaster



Oceanspray



Mahonia



Photinea



Evergreen Huckleberry



Red-Twig
Dogwood



Yellow-Twig
Dogwood



Red Currant



Escallonia



Mockorange



Stranvaesia



Oakleaf Hydrangea



Hybrid Rhododendrons



Purple Rockrose



White Rockrose



Native & Hybrid Rose



Lavender

Tangerine
Potentilla



Kelsey
Dogwood



•Height (Tall, Medium, Low)

•Spread (Wide, Medium, Narrow)

•Color (seasonal!)

•Texture

•Habitat Value

•Neighborhood context

•Personal favorite!
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Groundcovers and Perennials
Evergreen                      Perennial

DIVERSITY
It’s a VERY “good thing”!



Native Groundcovers      



Potentilla, Iris and Kinnik-kinnik



Lupine

Douglasiana Iris

Daylily



Purple Place Heuchera
Coral Bells



Arrowhead

Youth-on-Age



Small-fruited Bulrush
Sedge

Daggerleaf Rush



Shade

ZONE  1      2     3



Sunny

ZONE  1      2     3



Sun / 
Shade mix

ZONE  1      2     3



On nature’s canvas, 

nothing, but change
… is constant.





more information and examples at 
www.seattle.gov/util/naturalsystems

Great article in Landscape Architecture, 
October 2007, “Seattle’s Green Pipes”


