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Interview with Susan Van Atta:

2008 ASLA Awards Winning
Landscape Architect
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Susan Van Atta, ASLA, is the president and principal of Van
Atta Associates, Inc..
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: How many projects did you submit for this year's ASLA awards

program? Have you participated in the ASLA awards in past years?

. Last year (2007) we submitted 3 projects to the Southern California

Chapter of the ASLA, and all three won awards. Based upon this
success, we decided to submit two of these projects, including Lagoon
Park, to the national ASLA awards program.

: Why did you choose this project to be submitted?

I think this project accomplishes distinction for our profession by
demonstrating how our approach to design as landscape architects
can regenerate a landscape and bring optimum value to a project
with a limited budget. Our client, the University of California at Santa
Barbara, asked us to help turn a gravel parking lot into wetland habitats
as required by the California Coastal Commission. As landscape
architects, we saw the opportunity to provide a lot more. These 6
acres now immerse students in nature to appreciate the subtle beauty
of vernal pools and marshes, while overlooking the wilderness of the
Pacific Ocean. Native vegetation, not fences, protect the wetlands from
trespass. Enhanced beach access via ramps and stairs, pedestrian and
bicycle paths, and other amenities such as surf showers, bike racks
and outdoor study areas protect habitats by concentrating uses in
defined areas. The new wetlands create habitat for birds, invertebrates
and other animals, while the plants and soils remove pollutants from
runoff on its way to an adjacent lagoon.

The new park heals a disturbed landscape, creates a diverse and vital
habitat for people, plants and animals and is self-sustaining.

: Does this project show the style of landscape design that your

company promotes? What philosophy you manage in your design
work?

A: We seek to create inspiring landscapes in sympathy with nature,

Q:

transcending style and time.

Lagoon Park provided us with an opportunity to implement our mission,
which is “Our firm provides environmental innovation by creating beautiful
and sustainable landscape architecture for forward thinking clients.”

The diversity of our practice allows us to explore many aspects
of environmental design. All of our projects — whether a park,
campus, winery, office building, street, or residential garden — result
in opportunities to enhance nature. We select materials and form
appropriate to the project. Habitat creation projects such as Lagoon
Park may suggest naturalistic solutions to design, while in urban
settings a more formal or abstract design may evolve.

What challenges did you meet when designing this project? What
problems could you successfully overcome?

A: Challenges: The timeframe was short, the budget was small and the

Civil Engineer had to be convinced that bio-swales and detention basins
would be successful. The process required approval of the design from
many people, committees, commissions, and governmental agencies.
During construction we worked with a Contractor unfamiliar with
sustainable materials construction such as rammed earth.

Opportunities: We overcame all of the obstacles to receive approval and
complete the project on time. The best opportunity presented during

the project was to work with the University biologists to plant authentic
wetland and upland habitats.

Some portions of the Lagoon Park design have not been constructed.
The distinction of an ASLA national honor award may stimulate the
completion of the overall design.

: Is public participation very important to this design? What's the

participation format if it is involved? What brings to the project by
public participation?

We emphasize public participation, whenever possible, to create a
project that most meets the needs of the community that it serves.
In this case, however, we worked with a committee of University
representatives to develop a design acceptable to the California
Coastal Commission (a state agency) as quickly as possible.

The public participation occurred before our involvement. Many people
came to Coastal Commission hearings to object to the construction of
new student housing on this site because of its potential to become
habitat. As a result, the housing was redesigned to be located outside
of the potential wetland area. Therefore, it can be said that Lagoon
Park exists as a result of public participation.

Q: Why did you use native plant in a project? How did you coordinate

A:

native plant and art expression?

Most landscape architectural design occurs as site planning, and in
the creation of space and amenities in the landscape. Planting adds
richness and meaning to these endeavors.

| became a landscape architect with a career goal of working with
native plants. While working toward a degree in Environmental Studies
at U C Santa Barbara | developed a love for the California Flora. One of
the most important expressions of art in much of my planting design
work results from using California native plants. These vernacular
plants possess many or all the attractive qualities of high maintenance
or exotic plants, including colorful flowers, interesting textures and
lovely scents. More often, indigenous plants provide nectar, food, and
cover for animals, birds, bees and butterflies as well.

| have written a book titled, "The Southern California Native Flower
Garden", to be published in June 2009. This book presents native
plants in the same light as more commonly used horticultural plants.

: What do you think is the most important element for a successful

project? Do you think ecology and art are involved in achieving a
successful project? What other elements are involved?

The most important element for a successful project is a great client.
Our best clients appreciate ecology and art, and wish us to express
these qualities equally in our work.

: Which project from which you have designed, you regard as the best?

The projects that my office and | have designed are so very different
from each other, and each reflects the needs of the client and the
political and environmental context. It is most satisfying to me to help
create a well- loved place that heals the earth, provides recreation and
education to the people who visit. This makes me feel | have lived a
good life.m
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