Landscape Design Assistance

A free or discounted landscape analysis service can help commercial
and residential customers transition to water-efficient landscaping.
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Water-efficient landscape (Photo courtesy of Solano County Water Agency)

The Impact

A landscape design assistance program can support water conservation by aiding customers in
their transition from turf lawns to water-efficient landscaping. Many cities offer turf conversion rebates
that are often underutilized, primarily due to their cost. Supplementary design assistance programs can
increase participation in these programs and make attractive, user-friendly and sustainable lawns more
accessible.

Description

California’s Model Water Efficient Landscape Ordinance (effective 1993, updated 2015) requires
cities to regulate water conservation for new or renovated landscapes, but cities can go above and
beyond this law by encouraging water customers to transition to a water-efficient landscape. Many San
Mateo County water districts already participate in the Bay Area Water Supply and Conservation
Agency’s (BAWSCA's) Lawn Be Gone program, which offers a rebate of $1 to $4 per square foot of turf
removed from lawns. The amount offered is determined by each jurisdiction. A free or discounted
landscape analysis program can increase participation in programs like these by facilitating the
process.

In the City of Sacramento, for example, single-family home or duplex customers pay $200 for a
two-hour landscape design consultation from a city-approved designer, and the amount is later
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reimbursed by the city. Sacramento found the largest return on investment was from residences
because businesses eligible for turf conversion rebates usually already have resources for landscape
design, and turf is the largest form of water consumption for residences. Meanwhile, Solano County
offers similar design assistance specifically to disabled or low-income senior residents.

Where It's Been Implemented

Many jurisdictions in California offer these programs. Menlo Park launched a landscape analysis
program in 2014 for commercial and multifamily customers. In Sacramento, a similar reimbursement is
available for single-family participants in its turf rebate program. Other water districts with such
landscape design assistance programs include the Contra Costa Water District, the Chino Basin Water
Conservation District (for single-family customers), the Solano County Water Agency (for disabled
persons and low-income seniors), Santa Clara Valley Water and Aurora, Colo.

Sacramento’s program has yielded high participation, receiving about 10 applications per month
during its first two years (and a total of 285 applications as of July 2021 since the program’s launch in
June 2018). More than half of the city’s 2019 turf rebate participants used its landscape design
assistance program.

Key Drivers

Nearly 9 billion gallons of water are used on residential landscaping in the United States each
day, accounting for as much as 30% of a household’s water use. Water-efficient landscaping plays a
crucial role in California’s response to drought. Replacing turf with native plants that are
drought-resistant saves water, requires lower maintenance and respects the natural beauty of the
region. However, landscaping can be a daunting task for property owners. Water customers often lack
the time and ability to navigate resources for turf conversion or fill out required materials such as plant
lists and yard sketches. These factors can lead to poor use of turf conversion rebates.

Key Factors for Success

Strong marketing is crucial for this program to make an impact. A city can send emails, include
information about the program in its water quality report and create bill inserts to spread the word.

Additionally, a list of city-approved landscape designers who are willing to participate must also
be created. A city may want to collaborate with local designers or reach out to an organization such as
the Association of Professional Landscape Designers for insight on the structure of the program from a
designer’s point of view. It is important to point out that designers can gain publicity and new, long-term
customers through this program.

Key Obstacles

Limited funding may be an obstacle to the implementation of this program. BAWSCA's Lawn Be
Gone program may be expensive for some cities, and reimbursing homeowners for the cost of
landscape design introduces an extra cost. Yet helping customers transition to water-efficient
landscaping could prove a crucial step in a city’s water conservation. One approach is to set a budget
and offer the service to residents on a first-come, first-served basis as long as the funding lasts.

Finding willing designers with expertise in this area can also be difficult since some may not be
willing to consult for a discounted rate. Sacramento has determined that charging $200 for a two-hour
consultation offers a fair compromise, ensuring affordability for customers while providing a reasonable
rate for designers. Creating a menu of options, where customers can opt for additional services for an
increased price, may be another way to support designers while keeping the program accessible.
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Timeline to Implementation
The speed with which this program is implemented will depend on each city’s capacity.
Sacramento discussed the project for a year before implementing it and modeled its program after that
of the Contra Costa Water District. Time-consuming factors may include discussing logistics of the
program and identifying willing landscape designers.

References and Resources
William Granger,WGranger@cityofsacramento.org, Department of Ultilities’ Water Conservation

Coordinator, City of Sacramento, 916-808-1417

California’s Model Water Efficient Landscape Ordinance
Menlo Park’s rebates and incentives for water conservation
Sacramento’s landscape design assistance program
Sacramento’s turf and other “river friendly” rebate programs
Contra Costa’s comprehensive Landscape Resources page
Contra Costa’s landscape design assistance program
Chino Basin turf rebate program

Solano County landscape assistance program

Aurora, Colo., landscape design program

BAWSCA's Lawn Be Gone program

Association of Professional Landscape Designers
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