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Sustainable Landscapes 
What’s Ecology Got To Do With it? 

 
 Linda J. Novy & Associates 

www.lindanovy.com 



Applying Sustainable & Ecological 
Principles in Your Landscape… 

What’s in it for You? 
• Requires less maintenance, water, and other 

inputs (less dollars!) 
• Costs less to plant and maintain 
• Creates beauty and elegance 
• Provides nutrient rich and abundant food, flower 

and other crops 
• Improved quality of life 



What is a Sustainable 
Landscape? 

One that Incorporates Bay Friendly Principles: 
1. Builds healthy soil 
2. Reduces waste in the garden 
3. Conserves water 
4. Creates wildlife habitat 
5. Protects local watersheds and the bay 
6. Contributes to a health community 
7. Saves energy 



What is a Sustainable 
Landscape (cont.)?  

• Provides ecological benefits and 
ecosystem services including: 

• Increased nutrient cycling 
• Reduction and elimination of invasive species 
• Increased water uptake in soil and plants 
• Increased soil retention 
• Increased carbon storage 
• Increased biological diversity and pollinator 

services 

• Reduces management intervention and 
high levels of “inputs” 

 



What is Ecology? 

• 1873, coined by Ger. zoologist Ernst 
Haeckel (1834-1919) as Okologie, from 
Gk. oikos "house, dwelling place, 
habitation" + logia "study of."  

• The study of the relationships between 
living organisms and their environments 

• Ecosystem: All of the organisms in an 
area and all of the abiotic (non-living) 
materials and energy with which they 
interact 



Integrated Sustainable Landscape 



Sustainable Landscape:  RETURN ON 
YOUR INVESTMENT (ROI) 

 As inspired by Brad Lancaster, Rainwater Harvesting Expert 

Degenerative Investment: requires high “inputs” 
to sustain; consumes more resources than it 
generates; creates fewer ecological benefits; 
degenerative and diminished quality over 
shorter time frame. 

 
Examples:  Lawns, annual 
flower beds sourced from 
industrial flower growers, 
landscapes requiring high water 
applications. 



Sustainable Landscape:  RETURN 
ON YOUR INVESTMENT (ROI) 

Generative Investment:  requires some on-going 
“inputs” to sustain; produces more resources 
than it consumes; creates multiple ecological 
benefits; generates a moderate increase in 
quality over longer time frame.  

 Examples:  landscape that has 
multiple uses, such as creating 
wildlife habitat, food, recreation, 
medicinal uses, structures and 
grading that create more on-site 
water recapture. 



Sustainable Landscape:  RETURN 
ON YOUR INVESTMENT (ROI) 

Regenerative investment:  Requires fewer to no 
on-going “inputs” to remain functional; produces 
cascade of ecological benefits – produces more 
resources than it consumes; self- repairing and 
regenerating over long time frame.   

 Examples:  landscape that 
functions like an authentic 
ecosystem that is self- 
regenerating; vegetative 
rainwater harvesting structures 
and soil quality that are self 
sustaining. 



3rd Annual H2O Water-Wise Fair  Saturday May 20 2006   

A Sustainable Business 
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A Sustainable Business 

• Conserves energy and/or uses 
renewable  
energy sources (sun, wind, etc.) 

• Uses materials that nature can recycle 
or uses unnatural materials in closed 
loops 

• Protects and restores earth’s natural 
ecosystems 
(conserves water, protects wetlands, 
forests, etc.) 



Bay Area Checkerspot 
Butterfly 

Threatened species (brink of 
endangerment) 

Host Plants: 
• Sticky Monkeyflower 
• California Bee Plant 
• English Plantain 
• Indian Warrior 
Range: 
• Western United States 
• Common in the hills of Marin 

where food plants grow 



“Closed Loop System” 

Sustainable Use of Resources 
in Nature 

- Sunlight 
- Water 

Input 

Environmental Benefits 

Resources Recaptured 



Linear System 

Unsustainable Use of Resources 

- Sunlight 
- Water 
- Fertilizers 
- Pesticides 
- Labor/Machinery 

Input Output 
Greenwaste 

Pollution 

Loss of  
Beneficial  
Insects 



Sustainable Use of 
Resources 

   

• Solar Energy 
• Water 
• Soil Nutrients 
• Organisms 
(plants, insects, soil biota) 
• Power-Labor  
   and Fossil Fuel 

Proper 
Use of 

Resources 
Resources 

(Inputs) 

Resources 
Conserved  

and 
Recycled 

• Water 
• Organic matter 
• Nutrients 
• Natural Controls 
(e.g. beneficial insects) 

• Water Management 
• Organic matter 
• Compost and  
   Site Generated Mulch 
• Integrated Pest  
   Management 
• Plant Selection 
• Soil Management 
• Nitrogen-Fixing Plants 

Minimal  
Negative  

Output 

Environmental 
Benefits: 

Air Quality - Recreation and Social  - Wildlife 
Enhancement  -  Biodiversity - Temperature Regulation  - 
Reduction of Pollution –  
Self-Regulating Ecosystems 

By Linda J. Novy and Fernando Agudelo-Silva, Ph.D. 



Tracking Inputs, Outputs and Recaptured 
Resources 

Example:  Multi-residential property 



Sustainable Landscapes 

1. Respect and Know Your Soil 
• Use professional soil tests to assess your soil 
• Use OMRI certified organic fertilizers and natural soil 

amendments 
• Protect the soil food web 
• Mulch frequently 
• Make compost 



Sample Chemical Soil 
Analysis 

www.al-labs-west.com 



Protect the Soil Food Web 

www.earthfort.com 
 



 Protect the Soil Food Web 

Let Living Soil work for you!  
• Retains water on site and releases it gradually like a “living sponge” 
• Filters pollutants 
• Contains beneficial organisms 
• Have a compost “Tea” 
• Soil is like a savings account 

 

 



Sustainable Gardens 

2. Use Resources Sustainably 
• Water 

– Use efficient irrigation systems 
– Group plants according to water needs 
– Harvest rainwater 
– Cultivate drought resiliency 

• Energy 
– Conserving water conserves energy 
– Local products equal less embedded 
 transportation miles 

• Inputs/Outputs 
– Recycle, recapture, reuse 
– Keep track 



 Sustainable Gardens 

3. Protect Air Quality and 
the Bay  

• Reduce GHG Emissions by 
operating less power equipment 

• Plant Trees to absorb air 
pollutants and sequester carbon 

• Implement an Integrated Pest 
Management program 

• Use non-toxic, OMRI certified 
organic products 

• Reduce water run off – your 
property is part of the watershed 

 



 Sustainable Gardens 

Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 
• Learn how to identify pest problems 
• Follow the IPM decision-making process 
• Plant to attract beneficial insects and increase 

biodiversity 
• Prevent weeds before they start by sheet 

mulching 
• Cut weeds before seed heads mature 

Statewide IPM Program 
www.ipm.ucdavis.edu 



Sustainable Landscapes 

4. Create and Protect Wildlife 
Habitat 

• Assess natural areas surrounding your 
garden and landscape 

• Dedicate areas to native plants and 
animals 

• Provide water sources 
• Provide food sources – nectar, pollen, 

berries, seeds, nuts 
• Create habitat niches for lizards, frogs 

and other welcome visitors 
• Leave some ground untouched for 

native bee nesting 

 



Sustainable Landscapes 
 

5. Contribute to a healthy community 
• Use least toxic treatments to protect the 

safety of children pets and wildlife 
• Grow vegetables organically and share 

with your neighbors 
• Manage and minimize neighborhood 

hazards:  fire danger, weed seed dispersal 
and rodent habitat   

 



Sustainable Landscapes 
“That land is a community is the basic 
concept of ecology, but that land is to be 

loved and respected is an extension of 
ethics.  

That land yields a cultural harvest is  
a fact long known, but latterly  

often forgotten.” 
 

Aldo Leopold. A Sand County Almanac. 1948 



Thank You! 
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