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Selecting plants that will ultimately bring a landscape to life is undoubtedly 
one of the most exciting steps in designing a garden! It is the process 
by which the garden gains its personality through the selection of plants 

with different textures, colours, and shapes. It determines how the garden will 
move in the wind, what it will smell like, which wildlife it will attract, and how 
the interest will change over the seasons.

Plant selection and placing involves some careful planning, as it requires an understanding of 
the growth habits and needs of each species that will be selected. Follow these few easy steps 
to create your own plant paradise! 

STEP 1: ANALYSE YOUR GARDEN’S PREVAILING CONDITIONS
Every property is unique with its own advantages and own set of challenges. The key is 
to maximise the positives and to strategically conceal the negatives with the correct plant 
selection. Ask yourself the following questions: Which views do you like or dislike? From which 
direction does the wind blow? How does the sunlight change at different times of the day 
and over the various seasons? What is the composition of your soil profile, and can it be 
improved? What is the annual rainfall in your area?

STEP 2: IDENTIFY YOUR NEEDS
This step usually involves identifying what you would like to achieve out of your garden, 
as well as recognising problematic areas or undesirable views that can be improved by the 
selection of the correct plants. For example, perhaps your view from your patio is an unsightly 
boundary wall and your neighbour’s roof. Perhaps your patio requires some shade from the 
western afternoon sun or a large tree casts shade into a corner of the garden? Maybe you 
would like to be able to pick flowers for your home? Or perhaps having an abundance of bird 
life is important to you.

STEP 3: SELECT YOUR PLANTS
This is where the excitement starts! Make a list of all the plants that you would like in your 
garden. It is very helpful to keep your garden’s context in mind, as well as to have a look at 
gardens around you to see which plants are thriving. Remember what you learnt in the pre-
vious two steps, in terms of light conditions, water availability, and your soil, and incorporate 
plants that will be supported under different growing conditions. Make your final selection 
accordingly, which usually means narrowing down your list.
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STEP 4: PLAN YOUR PLANT SPACING
Design your plant layout in layers. This means placing the plants in descending order of their 
eventual size. It is very useful to map them on a plan that is to scale and use circles to indicate 
the size of the plants in 3 to 5 years’ time. Colours can be used to show the various plant 
species, and central points can be added to indicate the exact planting positions.

I always start with the trees and hedges first (also known as infrastructure plants), as these 
are large focal or screening plants that will need to stand the test of time in a garden. I also 
like to leave a narrow gap for maintenance in front of a hedge.

Next, place the larger shrubs with wide spreads that will add substance to the garden. 
Remember that height does not always equal spread, so be sure to investigate how the plant 
will grow over time. Focus on the spread of the plant as this will be the surface area that it 
will take up in the bed.

Now add the tall shrubs that do not have a wide spread. Bear in mind that you will not be able 
to plant in the root ball of a new tree.

Next, add the filler plants with medium spreads, again starting with the biggest ones first. Pay 
attention to different leaf textures (for example, round, strappy, spikey) and try to organise 
plants together that have complimentary or contrasting foliage. Be selective as a garden can 
quickly become cluttered by too many textures and colours. Arrange your plants in groups 
that can be repeated.

Finally, add the smaller ornamentals and groundcover plants. Use these along the front 
borders of the beds in wide swathes for the maximum impact.

The finished result should be a balanced garden that is beautifully layered, not only in shape 
and form, but also in texture, colour and interest!

Happy planting!
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