BEES AS PETS, WORMS FOR HEALTHY SOIL, A SWIMMING
HOLE TO SHARE WITH FROGS AND FISH RATHER THAN
A CONVENTIONAL POOL ... THERE ARE MANY WAYS
TO CREATE A MORE SUSTAINABLE BACKYARD.
For

from the husband-and-wife
the decision to help their
sustainable backyards
ago,
and gardening for a
the
hit Adelaide," she says. "Everything
in
of our eyes. Water
in and
carried on, but we
can be self-sufficient on its
the soil and choose the
we had to do something
it,"
Eco

We

Words SUE WHITE
photography CLAIRE
TACKAS &ISTOCK

Clockwise from above:

am
generally draught
tolerant and tow water
consumers; preparing
the soil
and selecting the right
plants are critical
steps in establishing a
susainabte fasten

22 GreenLiving

GETTING STARTED,
GREENER
When the pair changed the focus of
their business to drought-tolerant
gardens, they soon discovered that
customer education began with a
reminderaboutthe importance of
good soil. "We enrich the existing soil
with compost in every garden we
do," Palm says. "Simply rotary hoe
itin and let itsitfora while so the
worms get going. Opening the soil
means the plant root systems can
grow into the broken up soil, while
the compost gives plants something
to grab onto.The worms will start
to create the structure you want by
creating air to keep things healthy."
Adrian Swain, President of the
Australian Institute of Landscape
Designers and Managers and
Director of Ecodesign Landscape
Design and Horticulture, agrees that
healthy soils are totally the right
place to start.
"You've got to have healthy soil
but you should also consider using
organic mulch on it," he says. "This

will regulate the soil temperature
and keep it moist."
For Swain, creating a green
backyard has a lot to do with
common sense. "Start with yourself
and how much energy you use in the
garden," he advises. "Try to minimise
that energy and let natural systems
do the work for you."
Starting with a site assessment
isthe bestwaytofigureout exactly
what is happening in your backyard.
Whileyoucandoa reasonable
amount ofan assessment yourself,
Swain says speaking to an expert can
help, especially with the intricacies
associated with tricky areas such as
the south side of your house.
"The house is generally the centre
of all the planning but it's nota
natural structure, so it influences
your property's microclimate
incredibly," Swain says. "It might
shade a whole section of land on the
south side but act like a heat sink
thanks to a masonry brick wall on
the west side, with heat reflected
back during the day."
Once you have completed your
site assessment, it's time to think
specifics. Swain encourages home
owners to thinkthrough how they
will use the garden on a weekly

and seasonal level. It's the same
concept of zoning that is favoured
by architects when considering the
inside of the home.
"Whereyou putaseatwill depend
on when you like to sit out in the
garden the most," he says. "If you
plan to use it on hot summer days
you'll want it in a shady spot where
there's a cool breeze. If you want
somewhere to read the paper
outside in winter, look for a sun trap
in the garden, perhaps a wall where
the sun is reflected back onto you."
Swain believes the best sustainable
gardens inject an extra layer of
thought into every element of the
space. "You want to have more than
one reason for putting something
there," he says. "Forexample, a brick
wall might block noise pollution
from a busy road and adding a
waterfeature might also be good
to distract you from the sound. But
if you also turn that waterfeature
into an aquaculture set-up with fish
and hydroponics, suddenlyyou can
incorporate numerous other systems
into it."

PLANTS AND
Once the basics are taken care of
you can finally turn yourattention to
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plants and ground cover.To create
a garden that wont require high
volumes of water, Palm suggests a
shift in mindset is often necessary
to move beyond a wish list full of
petunias and pansies. "You need to
have an open mind and look at plants
in a different way. Lookfortheir
overall beauty in the foliage
and shapes; it's not all about colour,"
she says.
That said, a lot of natives do flower
at certain times. "The flower on a
grevillea is quite beautiful," says
Palm. "It comes in so many different
coloursand, if you look at the form,
it's a beautiful flower on its own."
She warns that droughts and
unpredictable weather patterns
mean guidelines on plant labels may
not always apply to local conditions.
"Tomatoes are a good example.The
label may say they need pa rtorfull
sun but they can't cope with the
afternoon sun any more in Adelaide
- it's too strong. Conversely, roses
started flowering better after the
drought. It turned out we'd all been
overwatering them foryears. They
are actually quite tough,"Palm says.
While the right plants in good soil
require virtually no irrigation, Palm
suggests putting in drip irrigation to
get the ball rolling. "All plants need
time to establish and a drip injection
system is the most efficient way of
watering," she says. It gives waterto
the plant right where it needs it and
you can hook it up to a water tank
without needing a pump."
Swain reminds gardeners that
zoning yourgarden is also a sensible
way to allocate your energy. "Put your
tolerant plants at the back of the
garden, where you go less often. Any
water-thirsty plants should be placed
near the front of the house so you r
time is better spent," he says.
If plants aren't looking good and
you know you have the soil right,
Swain says rethinking their location
can help. "A plant's job is to grow
but, if you put a shade-tolerant
plantinthesun, it's always going
to struggle," he says. "Regardless of
whether it is a native or an exotic,
you need the right plant in the
right place so it will thrive. There's
definitely a parallel between plants
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and people. If we get run-down or
stressed we get sick. If plants don't
have the right growing conditions,
then insects take advantage of that."
When it comes to ground cover,
Swain says thinking through the
options is important in terms of your
garden's sustainability. "To me, the
drawback to grass is that you have to
mow it," he says. "It's energy I could
be spending on something else. Of
course, it's green and living, so it's
sequestering carbon in some way;
I'monlyagainstsprayingorfertilising
it. Kids like to run and play on grass,
but you can pick a type that is more
sustainable, or some of the buffaloes
that don't need so much mowing."
Swain shunsAstroTurf-"it's made
from petrochemicals"- and believes
artificial grass is nevergoing to
be a good eco-choice. "Why pay
a premium for something that
won't last? If you put natural turf
in correctly and look after it well,
it can go on indefinitely.And if
you get sick of it, you can just
compost it."
Forthose looking at non-grass
options, Swain recommends gravel
over pavers and almost anything over
concrete. "Concrete is very energyinefficient, plus it doesn't allow
oxygen and nutrients into the soil,"
he says. "Gravel can be a good choice
to replace paving, as paving can also
make it inhospitable for plants to
grow. But most gravel comes from
mining, so there's a lot of energy
used in digging itoutoftheground,
crushing itand transporting it.
"If you are using gravel, choose
onequarried locally ora recycled
product. You can also find recycled
terracotta or crushed brick.Thereare
sustainable choices."

DINING OUT
According to the author of Sustainable
House, Michael Mobbs, growing
food in your backyard is easier than
people think. "It's quite possible
to grow a lot of food on walls and
fences, in shadows and in pools,"
he says. "You're only limited by
yourimagination."
If you're new to growing your
own food, Mobbs suggests starting
simply. "Start by growing something
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you can eat; you'll take more interest
in it and give it more care," he says.
"Beans can start to sprout in a couple
of weeks and are pretty hardy. Mint
can be pretty easy, or just sprout
plain mung beans in ajar."
Mobbs is keen to dispel the myth
that you need to be an expert to
growfood. "Most people think
they need to be a gardener with
experience or qualifications,"he
says. "I'm none of those things.
Fifty years ago, half ourfood was
grown in cities by peoplejust like
me.Thereisnofai!ure;adead plant
is simply compost you can put back
into the soil."
Compost, it turns out, isalso
a great place to begin yourfoodgrowing journey. "I'd start by turning
my waste food into com post," he
says. "It takes about six to eight
weeks to become soil. You'll need
thatsoil but it puts a lot of people
off because it's smelly and they find
it hard to do. If it's not your thing,
I wouldn't worry about it, but I've
gonefrom being a negligent, failed
composterto being someone who
composts every day. It was painful
but it's nowjust like breathing. I
was always killing the worms in my
worm farms but the big composting
bins let you put lemon and garlic in,
things that would kill worms.They
are very forgiving bins and very good
for beginners."
Finally, Mobbs recommends taking
on a couple of eco-pets such as
chooks or bees. "Bees are the easiest
pets," says Mobb of his beloved native
bees. "They don't hurt you because
they're stingless, they find theirown
water, they increase productivity ofall
plants within a kilometre, they make
honey foryou and everyi2 months
they make another hive."
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While Mobbs' home continues to
inspire thousands of Sydney city
dwellers, Phillipjohnson's sustainable
pools demonstrate how many
options there are forthe green
home-owner. "Pools can be the
most unsustainable element in your
backyard because they use power,
chemicals and a lot of water," he says.
Johnson says chemical-free,
sustainable pools are entirely possible.
"Start by looking at the water you can
collect on-site.Then create a filtration
zone to assist in absorbing all the
nutrients."
Habitat creation is the third step,
with plants being introduced in the
filtration zone. Johnson's own pool
isfull of tadpoles. "Anatural pool
becomes an ecosystem for tad poles
and frogs. You can also introduce a
few fish, although not too many—it's
a bit of a science," he says.
The aim is to create an attractive
habitat for both plants and people. "If
anyone's been to Litchfeld National
Park in the Northern Territory they'll
know it's like swimming in paradise.
That's what I'm trying to inspire
people to realise they can have in their
own backyard," he says.
When jumping off your deck into
your eco-pool, you can still be green.
"I made my decking out of recycled
roof rafters,"says keen recyclerSwain.
"It cost me $2 a metre instead of $5
a metre for a hardwood that was
half as thick," he says, noting that
creative reuse of materials is one of
his favourite ways to inject some
individuality into an eco-backyard.
"A lot of embodied energy goes
into making products, so look at a
discarded object and try giving it a
new life.There are a million ways to
be creative here," he says. EI

