
 

 

October 19, 2015 

Ms. Julie Saare-Edmonds,  
Senior Environment Scientist and ITP Project Manager 
Department of Water Resource-Water Use Efficiency 
Landscape & Green Building Programs 
julie.Saare-Edmonds@water.ca.gov 

Re: Independent Technical Panel (ITP) Report to the Legislature, California Land-
scape Water Use-A Framework for the Future 

 
Dear Ms. Saare-Edmonds:  

The Association of Professional Landscape Designers (APLD) and the undersigned 
would like to reaffirm our recommendations to the Independent Technical Panel. 

First, we would like to address the question of whether or not a typical unlicensed 
APLD CA member is able to complete and submit, to a municipality or other ap-
proving body, the prescriptive form of the new MWELO, (Appendix D, Prescriptive 
Compliance Option). Unlicensed professionals in our organization and beyond are 
entirely competent to complete these forms. Our Association approved a board 
resolution in 2010 to promote MWELO conformance for all member-designed 
landscapes. Thus, we can gather five years of data demonstrating our competency 
as a group. It is less clear whether an unlicensed person may legally submit these 
forms in the performance of their profession. We believe this is a disservice to the 
goals and spirit of the MWELO, and causes qualified members of a well-trained 
workforce to be excluded from a much-needed transformation of the paradigm for 
the Watershed Approach to California Landscapes. 

In the absence of a state-wide, unambiguous standard—such as a residential ex-
emption to the Landscape Architects Practice Act—each municipality is forced to 
enact its own set of rules and procedures for whether or not unlicensed persons 
may provide any WELO documentation These rules are often irregularly applied, 
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and APLD CA has documented examples of unlicensed individuals who have been 
allowed to submit WELO packages in one city, only to be threatened with an en-
forcement action by the Landscape Architects Technical Committee and Dept. of 
Consumer Affairs when they attempt to do so in another city. 

In the grip of the worst drought in California’s recorded history, the State finds it-
self in a crisis. APLD CA believes that in order to conserve more water in California 
we need to change the way we approach gardens and the use of water in every 
landscape. Our Association fully supports a “New Normal” —the Watershed Ap-
proach to California Landscapes. More importantly, we believe that if we continue 
replicating the old record of the past 10-20 years, the crisis will continue unabat-
ed to become an irreparable situation. We strongly urge a completely new ap-
proach to every aspect of residential, commercial, and civic landscape—an ap-
proach which opens the door to innovation, education, and participation of all 
California citizens. 

For example, the New Normal for landscapes in California must take into account 
rainwater capture and apply the Watershed Approach to every single landscape, 
regardless of size or land use. As noted by members of the ITP, the residential sec-
tor represents the single largest land use in urban settings in California.  

Our Association believes that the State must take every possible action to protect 
residential property owners from enduring property devaluation from the loss of 
landscaping and trees, flooding from excessive storm water on hydrophobic soils, 
and increased air pollution and heat island effect. We also believe that the State 
must take every possible action to enable residential property owners to transform 
their landscapes in accordance with the New Normal. Retrofitted and restored res-
idential landscapes, not just new development, are essential to the State’s meeting 
its water conservation objectives.  

APLD California Chapter believes that the status quo approach to landscaping is 
based on the fallacious idea that all California landscapes require supplemental 
irrigation and that substantial water savings can be achieved by simply using 
LESS irrigation water in the landscape. 

The paradigm shift we envision is more profound and resilient. The Watershed 
Approach to landscaping defines landscapes as natural spaces that require rain-
water, organic matter, and climate-appropriate plants.  This cannot be accom-
plished by only considering “climate appropriate plant materials” and “irrigation 
efficiency,” hallmarks of “Old Norm” thinking.  

The way we truly reduce the irrigation water dependence of California landscapes 
is to promote and codify Watershed Approach landscaping standards: 
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1. Soil as a carbon sequestering and carbon rich LIVING system 

2. Rainwater capture through the contouring of the land 

3. Climate appropriate plants with low evapotranspiration 

4. Returning organics to landscapes through mulch and compost 

5. Using low impact construction techniques that minimize soil disturbance 

6. Installing highly efficient irrigation systems only when needed (establish-
ment periods, large scale public sites, etc.) 

7. Managing to landscape water budgets 

8. Maintaining these landscapes with a stewardship approach 

9. Creating incentives for retrofits to all landscapes, not just new developments 

The New Normal of landscape in California offers our best hope for dealing with 
our water supply and environmental crisis, while creating gardens that take into 
consideration the full meaning of health safety and welfare of the public. APLD be-
lieves that these changes will require an army of educated and trained profession-
als.  

The easy answer may seem to be a new State-controlled “certificate”, “license”, or 
other “qualification”. One form of this “easy answer” is a proposal for regulation of 
a special certification targeting irrigation specialists. Though well-intentioned and 
earnest, this does not address the core issue, is redundant, and un-fundable, giv-
en the current state budget.   

Other avenues for verification and certification of skills exist already. The US EPA 
WaterSense program, a recognized brand for water conservation, already approves 
organizations to certify professionals in irrigation design, installation and mainte-
nance, and auditing or management. At least four organizations currently provide 
these professional certifications throughout California. Why does the State need to 
create another irrigation-centric certification program, when this is not only just a 
small part of the solution, but additionally burdensome to the State? 

Professionals seeking higher levels of understanding in the Watershed Approach, 
have several options for qualification. Currently, at least one of the EPA Water-
Sense professional certifying organizations offers a program that already incorpo-
rates the Watershed Approach to landscaping, and several of the other programs 
are moving in the same direction. More organizations are expected to seek and 
earn this rigorously vetted program. If the State desires a certification, then it 
should build upon existing nationally-recognized programs rather than developing 
something new from whole cloth. 
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In order for landscapes to comply with the New Normal there must be construc-
tion documents created for land contouring to achieve passive rainwater capture; 
specifications for soil amendments; and site preparation, among other things. Un-
der the current Landscape Architects Practice Act, residential landscape designers 
(unlicensed persons) are not permitted to produce construction drawings, specifi-
cations or details for any aspect of garden-making other than plant selection, even 
if a local municipality or state-recognized standard exists for such drawings and 
specifications.   

Conceptual drawings will suffice for residential property owners, and failure to 
address this ambiguity puts a particular class of consumers at risk and unable to 
utilize the services of many trained professionals in recognized fields for whom 
specialized state licensure is unavailable. These qualified professionals include 
certified rainwater catchment specialists, biologists, horticulturists, regenerative 
agriculture practitioners and landscape designers. If the right action is not taken, 
this vast group of qualified professionals will be excluded at just the moment 
when their skills could be of the greatest benefit to the community and the State 
as a whole.   

Our organization has documented multiple instances in which the state has pur-
sued well-documented enforcement actions against our members, who are unli-
censed persons offering water conservation-related services to the residential sec-
tor. This threat of enforcement and the occasionally over-reaching application of 
regulations has created a climate of fear and caused economic hardship for unli-
censed persons who practice water conservation design. 

Under the current regulation, an unlicensed person may not conduct a site analy-
sis, provide a report, or make a specification for the landscape as a whole system. 
Since this is the law, how then is the state of California going to change residential 
landscapes using the Watershed Approach, by restricting the market for these 
otherwise qualified consumer-demanded professionals from practicing their pro-
fession? 

California consumers already recognize that unlicensed person must play a criti-
cal role; otherwise there would not be such demand for unlicensed professionals 
providing any services, particularly to the residential sector.  The APLD CA Chap-
ter membership of 300 unlicensed professionals is contributing $20 million dollars 
a year to the California landscape economy alone. We estimate that our member-
ship represents less than 1% of the total practicing unlicensed landscape profes-
sionals in this State. The positive economic impact of unlicensed residential de-
signers’ “multiplier effect” represents a substantial contribution to the overall eco-
nomic and environmental health in California.  
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Times have changed, and we must dismantle the wasteful paradigm of the previ-
ous 50 years. Our environmental challenges require massive collective action. In 
the landscape, a potential army of engaged individuals, holding a wide variety of 
state and nationally recognized qualifications, (but not licensure), has been on the 
front line of change. Yet, this army is legally unable to perform their duties and 
significantly contribute to California’s water conservation efforts. 

California’s drought and the Watershed Approach to California Landscapes re-
quire changes to the Landscape Architects Practice Act to allow residential land-
scape designers to do what they know how to do best—inspire, design, and advo-
cate for environmentally sensitive gardens without fear of running afoul of the law. 

Please feel free to contact me at president@apldca.org if you have any questions or 
need any clarifications to our position. 

 

Sincerely 

 
Mary Fisher, APLD 
APLD CA Chapter President 

  

 

 

Amelia B Lima, APLD 
APLD CA Chapter Past-President            

 

 

 

 
Pamela Berstler 
Advocacy Chair, APLD CA Chapter 

Kimberly Alexander 
Allee Landscapes, Vista, CA 
President, APLD San Diego District 
 

Ramie Allard 
Blue Door Garden Design, Inc., Carmel, CA 
Treasurer, APLD CA Chapter 
 

Michelle Bellefeuille 
Belle Feuille Garden Design LLC, Santa 
Rosa CA 
President-Elect, APLD CA Chapter 
Secretary, APLD Bay Area District 

Lisa Bellora 
Ornamental Gardens by Lisa, San Diego, CA 
President , APLD San Diego District  
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Leigh Benner 
Dancing Leaf Designs, Lafayette, CA 
Past Membership Chair, APLD East Bay 
District 
 

Cheryl Buckwalter 
Landscape Liaisons, Cool, CA 
Program Manager,  Green Gardener Training 
Program 
Executive Director, EcoLandscape California 
 

David Clarke 
David Clarke Design, San Diego, CA 
Vice President, APLD San Diego District 
 

Katie Cool 
Cool Designs for Landscapes, Fountain Val-
ley, CA 
Communications Chair, APLD Greater Los 
Angeles District 
 

Francesca Corra 
Dirt Diva Designs, Studio City, CA 
President, APLD Greater Los Angeles 
District 
 

Natalie Cousins-Robledo 
Minanda Landscape Design, Pasadena, CA 
Advocacy Chair, APLD Greater Los Angeles 
District 
 

David Cunningham 
Member at Large, APLD Bay Area District 
Past President, APLD San Francisco Dis-
trict 
 

Katie Creighton 
Katie Creighton Garden Design, Oakland, CA 
Membership Chair, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Cathy Edger 
Edger Landscape Design, Novato, CA 
Secretary, APLD CA Chapter 
Advocacy Chair, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Janet Enright 
Janet Enright & Associates, San Jose, CA 
Vice President, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Alyssa Erickson 
Arterra LLP, San Francisco, CA 
Past Programs Chair, APLD San Francis-
co District 
 

Arlene Ferrara 
Satori Designs, Santa Monica, CA 
Technology Chair, APLD Greater Los Ange-
les District 
 

Tracey Grillo 
Botaniscapes by Tracey, Alpine, CA 
Membership Chair, APLD CA Chapter 

Colleen Hamilton, APLD 
Bloomin’ Landscape Designs, Carmichael, 
CA 
President, APLD 
 

Diane Hayford 
Skyline Design Studio, Half Moon Bay, 
CA 

Marilee Kuhlmann 
Comfort Zones Garden Design, Los Angeles, 
CA 
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 Sustainability Chair, APLD Greater Los An-
geles District 
 

Amelia Lima, APLD 
Amelia B Lima & Associates, Inc., San 
Diego, CA 
Immediate Past President, APLD CA 
Chapter 
 

Georgia Madden 
Feyerabend & Madden Landscape Design, 
Alameda, CA 
Past Programs Chair, APLD East Bay District 
 

Lee Mangus,  
Smith + Mangus, Orinda, CA 
Treasurer, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Lynda Meikle 
Outer Visions Landscape Design, 
Pleasanton, CA 
Past Sponsorship Chair, APLD East Bay Dis-
trict 
 

Marti Meyer 
Garden Graphics, Sacramento, CA 
President, APLD Sacramento District 
 

Linda Middleton, APLD 
Terralinda Design, Walnut Creek, CA 
Vice President, APLD CA Chapter 
President, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Julie Molinare 
The Grass Is Always Greener Designs, 
Valencia, CA 
Membership Chair, APLD Greater Los 
Angeles District 
 

Kathleen Olson 
Kathleen’s Garden Landscape Design, Lafa-
yette, CA 
Past Programs Chair, APLD East Bay District 
 

Lori D. Palmquist, CID, CIC, CLIA, CLWM 
Irrigation Design and Consultation, Water 
Wonk, Richmond, CA 
Technology Committee Chair, APLD CA 
Chapter 
 

Sheri Powell-Wolff 
Compost Teana’s Organic Landscapes, Los 
Angeles, CA 
Member at Large, APLD Greater Los Ange-
les District 

Tina Roushall 
Roushall Gardens, Redwood City, CA 
Member at Large, APLD Bay Area District 
 

Linda Rude 
Linda Rude Designs, San Francisco, CA 
Past Treasurer, APLD San Francisco District 
 

Patricia St. John, APLD 
St. John Landscapes, Berkeley, CA 
Programs Chair, APLD Bay Area District 
Past President, APLD 
Past President, APLD East Bay District 
 

Jacky Surber 
Urbafloria, Sherman Oaks, CA 
Vice President, APLD Greater Los Angeles 
District 
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Nan White Redbud Design, San Francis-
co, CA 
Membership Chair, APLD Bay Area Dis-
trict 
 

Debbie Gliksman 
URBAN OASIS  
Legislature Chair, Greater LA District 
 

 


