
 
 
 

 
 
Landscape Blunders    
Experts warn against six common slip-ups 
by Kara Mayer Robinson 
 
Sometimes we get so caught up in the excitement of new outdoor projects and renovations that we lose perspective 
on the ABCs of landscaping.  New Jersey Countryside Magazine asked Garden State landscaping professionals to 
point out gaffes they see on a regular basis and suggest smart solutions to prevent problems from ruining garden 
plans.  Here are the biggest blunders homeowners make when landscaping a country home: 
 
 
Zero planning 
All three landscape design professionals agreed that the number-one mistake is shortsightedness.  Conceptualizing 
how you'd like your property to look and function in the long run is a must, insists Michael Fleischacker, vice president 
and landscape architect of Oldwick's Back to Nature.  Purchasing plantings or structures that get in the way or have 
to be ripped out in the future is a waste of time and money.  "You have to peel back your immediate concerns and 
look at the greater picture," he says.  Maybe you'd like to add a terraced patio in your backyard, for example, or 
eventually install a swimming pool.   
 
Breaking the overall plan into small doses is fine but can lead to an incongruous design if you don't plan ahead.  A 
master plan can prevent your landscape from looking like a hodge-podge.  "Think forward," insists Elizabeth 
Johnston-Diehl, owner of Garden Designs by Elizabeth in Ledgewood, pointing out that neither homeowners nor 
landscape architects enjoy doing something only to undo it later.    
 
Think ahead.  "You may buy a three-foot high shrub of rhododendron to put under a picture window," Fleischacker 
says.  "Five years from now, it'll be covering the picture window."  An ounce of prevention - selecting plants when 
they're smaller and knowing what kind of growth you’re in for - is worth a pound of cure.  Smart spacing is just as 
important. "If you plant them too close together, they get crowded and you have to separate them later.  If they're too 
far apart, invasive weedy plants can come in and end up competing for the same ground." 



Dishonoring the architecture 
Be wary of selecting plants and materials that don't match the style of your home.  "A common mistake of 
homeowners is that they don't honor the architecture," says Neil S. LeBlond, landscape design supervisor at Statile & 
Todd, Inc., in Far Hills.  "Using inappropriate pavements or plant materials is one the biggest blunders," he says.  
Let's say you have a Tudor- or craftsman-style home.  Installing a modern, angular walkway with hard lines or 
selecting exotic plant materials won't blend with your structure.  Instead of enhancing the overall look of your home, it 
will clash.   On the flip side, a New England-style brick path will do wonders to tie a brick home's landscape together.  
Tudors pair well with plant materials like boxwood, which has an added bonus of warding off deer browsing.  Be 
careful, too, of creating eye-popping designs in a traditional neighborhood.  Having your property shout out to those 
passing by may draw attention, but not the kind of attention you want.   
 
 
Poor plant selection 
A blooming flower in the garden center may entice the eye, but may not necessarily be the best choice for your 
garden, warns Johnston-Diehl.  If you see something you like, she says, educate yourself.  Read the tags that 
accompany the plants or consult with a professional who can tell you about the required growing conditions.  
"Invasive plants are pretty, too," she says.  "Bamboo makes a great screen, but it will take over your garden. 
Laminastrum blooms with beautiful yellow flowers in the spring (but) it will also overtake a hillside in a matter of two 
years." 
 
 
Lack of soil preparation 
"The soils in New Jersey, particularly those in the Highlands, are terrible," Fleischacker says, noting that neglecting to 
properly prepare planting beds can lead to a host of problems, including poor plant health and a lack of longevity. To 
ensure optimal growth and flowering capabilities, take the time to get to know your soil before your plant your 
materials.  First, conduct a soil text.  Chances are you may have to amend it by mixing in different soil material to give 
the bed a jump start. You may also need to add organic fertilizers.  Although this all may sound a bit tedious, 
Fleischacker swears by it.  "The critical (period) is the first couple of years, when the roots get established.  You want 
to prep your beds so that in the short term, they'll give your plants that steroid shot that will give them the best 
opportunity for growth." 
 
Another issue to head off before it begins is improper drainage.  "You need to admit you have drainage issues before 
it's too late," LeBlond says.  This means grading the land to slope away from your home so that water doesn't puddle 
near your foundation.  Similarly, your gutter leader drains should be piped away from plants or you'll risk water 
seeping into your basement.   
 
 
Poor sizing 
When adding a terrace, deck or walkway, know its purpose before you begin so you can build it with the appropriate 
dimensions.  If the dimensions are wrong, the space won't work for its intended purpose.  Form follows function here," 
LeBlond says.  Will you be eating on your new terrace?  If so, the minimum dimensions should be 12ft by 12ft to 
accommodate a table, chairs, and walking space.  Add a grill and you'll need more room.  If the primary goal is to 
have an area of lounging, keep in mind that a 7-ft lounge chair will look crowded on a 10-ft space.  Conversational 
areas can be smaller, anywhere from 10-ft by 10-ft and up.  Front entry walks should be no less than 4-ft wide or they 
won't fit two people walking side by side.  "You want to feel comfortable as your approaching somebody's home," 
LeBlond says.   
 
 
Improper care 
Although a lack of planning may be the number-one landscaping blunder, LeBlond says that homeowners make a 
handful of maintenance mistakes, including overwatering, and incorrect water of newly installed plants.  "In the 
summer, people will saturate them twice a day and that's way more than they'd get with natural rainfall," he says.  
"The root zone should be saturated to the point that it's moist, but not to the point where standing water is in the 
hole."  Another faux-pa is over-mulching.  "This is a huge problem across the country," LeBlond says.  "There's too 
much mulch in the beds, especially piling around the base of the trees."  To avoid strangling your plants, keep mulch 
at a reasonable level.  "In plant beds, 1 1/2 inches around plants is good; for perennials, even less, around 1 inch." 
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