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| believe it is time for us to think and talk about the environmental issues
of today in the context of solutions.
- Susan Van Atta
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Grape trellises provide shade in spring and summer,
color during the fall, and in winter allows more
daylight into the building
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Susan Van Atta, FASLA

Van Atta Associates, Inc., Santa Barbara, California

0. You studied environmental science at UC Santa Barbara and then began a landscape career. How
did that transition happen? Do you think your environment background helped to collaborate with
science experts?

A. White still a student at UCSB, | had the opportunity to help prepare new policies and land use
plans for the Santa Barbara County coastline, This experience resulted in the desire to help the
environment by guiding the creation of landscapes, rather than by creating policy. Since I'd gained
a generalist's background at UCSB, | was interested in the very practical skills and knowledge
otfered at the California Polytechnic University in San Luis Obispo, so | completed their program in
Landscape Architecture.

At UCSB, | was able to design my studies around my interest in learning about solutions ta

envir Lp . | gained an under of many scientific disciplines, including ecology,
zooiogy and botany, as well as policy oriented professions through coursewark in Envirenmental Law,

Land Use Planning, and Land Use Planning, | also took classes in environmental history and art.

Q.1 enjoyed reading your book, “The Southern California Native Flower Garden” and learned
much about the way it is organized and alse your passien for native planting. What influences have
shaped your present thinking? What s unique and beautiful abeut California’s native plants?

A. At its heart, | suppose my love of our native Hlora reflects my knowledge of it. [The more you know
the maore you see.] | feel confident in expressing the beauty of the native landscape because | have
observed it so carefully over so many years. | am not aldne in this process. Since the time artists,
writers, plant hunters came to California in the 1800s, getting to know the native flora often results
in a love affair with it

California’s native flora is uniquely diverse, so it is difficult to briefly express its beauty. | think of
plants in associations- dunes, watlands, grasstand, coastal sage, chaparral, woodlands, forests,
deserts, creeks and streams and more- and plan landscapes around plants that are found together in

nature =

0. With the growing concern about sea level rise and storm surge, salt marsh restoration and
coastal landscape planning are becoming mere important worldwide, According to your experience
from Carpinteria Salt Marsh, Lagoon Park and even the Sandyland Garden, what are the critical
elements for the successful implementation of coastal landscape restoration?

A, That is 2 good question! | do not think we can anticipate the effect of global warming on a site-
specific bass just yet, but the projects you mention do anticipate storm surge.

The Carpinteria Salt Marsh itself, which sites beside the park we designed, has been altered over
many years to damper the affect of flood flows in the region. Our park helped to return biclogical
diversity to these alterations. Lagoon Park sits high on a bluff, yet initiates stormwater detention and
infiltration at the source [near roofs and pavingl, and througheut the park. The home associated with
the Sandyland Garden sits 8 feet above existing grade, and partions of the garden sit between this
and a large rock seawall placed many years ago to protect homes from storms. It was a challenge to
create a beautiful garden in this space. One of several lechniques we used included planting plants
adapted to shilting sand and temporary inundation.
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Lagoon Park, View into the vernal pool from the central cbservation platform on a foggy day
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Q.What would be the critical role of landscape architects in the projects of ecological restoration Q. What's your pet peeve about restoration and

and conservation planning? How do you work with ecolegists and scientists? conservation projects?

people to sit ts are undertaken as

s in the

Q. You have emphasized the importance of a
good client for a successful project. Who is
your ideal client?

A Ori

Q. What are the essential elements in an environment that is as good for people as it is for plants

and animals?

Mo
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0. Could you explain the ‘plants not pipes’
solution?

A "Plants, not pipes” refers to a way of treating
stormwater runoff. Instead of getting rid of
stormwater [meaning: rainfall) as quickly as
possible through pipes as though it were a
nuisance, this water is celebrated for its ability
to support life, and allowed to run along the
surface in bio-swales and rainwater gardens,
nourishing plants, while allowing these plants
to remave pollutants before they re-enter the

arger environment

0. Most landscape designers wish to use native
plants in their designs; however they are not
always readily available from local nurseries
znd can be somewhat expensive. How did you
persuade clients to invest in native landscapes
znd how do you procure the plants you want?

A. Unless a client asks for native plants, |
present planting ideas in terms of function and

appeal to the senses. The idea that they are

native can easily be secondary to this

ifarnia native plants are becoming very
popular, and more nurseries are specializing

n growing them. | still often have to “prove’ a

tant is available by finding It myselt for the
contractor
For very large projects, we have the plants

tract grown. For Shelfield Park in the City

of Santa Barbara, we had 35,000 plants grown
from seeds and cuttings from nearby Parma

Park. Several years later Parma Park burned

entirely during a wildfire, s0 we can suppose the

new park served as new habitat for displaced

cies,

0. What is good design?
A Good design is different for everyone
For me, good design responds to an under

sianding of the natural and cultural influences

pon a region, ile seeking unique solutions

that bring awareness to the beauty and impor-

tznce of gur environment
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