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INTRODUCTION

he problem of water-wasting landscapes is prevalent throughout the western United States. For

decades western settlers struggled to turn their arid lands into the more familiar settings of lush
vegetation found in their native New England and Western Europe. This mind set has been passed
down through generations and has transformed into the basis of the current western water crisis (Brun-
din and Pearson 2001). Only in the last few decades has this mentality been challenged and we've seen
the emergence of several water-efficient landscape models. Through careful application of water-ef-
ficient landscape principles, western communities can greatly extend the life of their water resources.

For the public to act responsibly, they first need to be taught how to do so. Several educational
gardens have been created throughout western towns teaching responsible landscaping practices. These
have done much to inform the public about the water problem, however, beyond education, the public
needs to see water-cfhicient landscaping in practice.

An example of this can be found in Montrose, CO. A piece of government land in Montrose,
called The Public Lands Center, houses the regional field offices of both the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment and the National Forest Service. Despite these two agencies’ reputation for championing envi-
ronmental responsibility, the center has one of the most inefhicient and wasteful landscapes found in
one of the country’s most arid regions. Occupied by a large expanse of turf and several shade trees,
the present site is in dire need of a redesign that will not only reflect their commitment to responsible

stewardship of the land but also demonstrate proper landscaping techniques for the town’s residents.
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THE PUBLIC LANDS CENTER PROJECT

ny attempt at effective xeriscaping and site design will require extensive analysis and planning,

The Public Lands Center’s design is no exception. Responsible landscapes dont just happen.

They must be carefully planned based upon a solid understanding of both the physical characteristics

Aerial view of the garden areas 6 acres.

as well as the intended uses of the site. Beyond serving as a
public demonstration garden, the Public Lands Center is first
and foremost a corporate campus. Any landscape designed
around it must accommodate and facilitate that primary func-
tion. All of the factors that must be accommodated within
the new design of the Public Lands Center can be understood
through a combination of research, discussion with users, and

empirical data gathering through site visitation.

Analysis of the Site

As the function of the Public Lands Center is largely utilitarian,
the majority of the property is currently filled with wareyards,
parking lots, and storage sheds. A very small portion of it (ap-
proximately 6 acres) has been set aside for aesthetic purposes.

Most of this area (save for a small employee recreation area to
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SOILS & PLANTS ANALYSIS

ﬁ s Montrose sits in a geologically unique area of Colorado, distinctive soil and plant conditions
re present. In order to understand how best to go abourt designing the landscape of the Public

Lands Center, it is best to have some understanding regarding the soil type present on site as well as
what kinds of plants can and will grow on site. Since the purpose of the project is to use a plant pal-
let that is representative of the plant communities found in and around Montrose, some additional

research will also have to be done.

Soil Conditions

The city of Montrose sits at the southern end of a very large valley known as the Uncompahgre Val-
ley. Over millions of years, the Colorado river carved this valley out of the sediments laid down by an
ancient inland sea known as the Mancos Sea. Through

the course of its history the sea advanced and retreated

at least 29 times, each time depositing layers of salty

soil which eventually hardened into the geologic for-

mation known as Mancos Shale. By the time the sea

fully retreated it had deposited about 4,150 feet of shale

which now forms the walls and canyons of the bluffs and

The Uncompahgre Valley (approximate area highlight-
mountains surrounding Montrose (Swift 2007). ed in yellow) was carved out by the Colorado River.
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Southwest Colorado Plant Communities

The plants found in southwest Colorado are among the toughest and most interesting plants in the
country. Theyve some how managed to adapt to live in scorching hot temperatures during the long,
dry summer and then go to the other extreme to endure snow and frost in the winter. Despite these
harsh conditions an extremely diverse plant pallet exists in the region. These plants band together to
form distinct communities with other plants of similar growth requirements. The differing character-
istics between these communities primarily consist of average precipitation levels, elevation ranges, and

prevailing soil conditions.

With a varied geological history,
areas surrounding Montrose provide
plenty of differing elevations and soil
types creating a wide variety of plant
communities. These different commu-
nities can be simplified into six primary
categories: Montane, Mountain Scrub,
Pinyon Juniper, Shrub Steppe, Salt Des-

A view of one of the native plant communities in the mountains near
ert, and Riparian (Mee, Wendy, et al.,  Monsrose, Colorado.
2003; Clements, 2007; Austin 1995).

A closer examination of each of these plant communities along with plants suggested for use in

the garden will occur in the following pages:

-19-

18yaising plasieg



MONTANE PLANT COMMUNITY

The Montane plant community occurs between elevations of 6,000 and 9,000 feet. It’s association

with mountainous areas gives it relatively high precipitation amounts (16-20 inches per vear). conse-

quently most Montane plants require supplemental irrigation in lower elevation deser

dominant plant species are Douglas Fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) and Quaking Aspen (.

loides) with an understory of a variety of shade-tolerant mountain shrubs and forbs.

generally fairly dense ranging between 75-95 percent converge (Mee, Wendy, et al., 20

2007; Austin 1995).

TYPICAL MONTANE PLANT ASSOCIATIONS
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FORBS MIX

GRASS

Botanical Name

Amelanchier utabensis

Picea pungens

Pinus Ponderosa

Populus tremuloides

Pseudotsuga menziesii

Artimisea cana

Juniperus communis

Potentilla fruticosa

Symphoricarpos albus

Iris missouriensis
Lathyrus sp.

Thermopsis montana

Thinopyrum intermedium

Common Name

Utah Serviceberry

Colorado Blue Spruce

Ponderosa Pine

Quaking Aspen

Douglas fir

Silver Sagebrush

Common Juniper

Shrubby Cinquefoil

Mountain Snowberry

Missouri Iris
Sweet Pea

Golden Banner

Intermediate Wheatgrass


















SITE PREPARATION

rior to implementing the design several things will need to occur at the site: some of the existing
infrastructure (sidewalks and roads) will need to be removed, some existing vegetation will also

need to be removed, and the soil will need to be prepared.

Removal of Existing Site Elements

In order to accommodate the new design a number of existing infrastructure elements and plants will
need to be removed. As new pathways, using new materials, are proposed for the entire site all existing
sidewalks will eventually need to be removed and replaced, including those that are already found in
areas where new sidewalks are proposed (such as along the castern edge of the west employee parking
lot). The entire front vehicular entrance area will also need to be removed as the form and circulation
of the area will change radically. The only portion of the entrance that may possibly remain is that of
the north parking stalls due to fact that the new employee access road will run through it. Existing
signs will also need to be removed as they will not be visible within the context of the new design.

All shrubs and several trees will need to be removed as well. This is due to either to their not
being native or their interfering with proposed infrastructure design. Unfortunately, several large trees
will have to be removed as part of this process, however, an abundance of new trees and shrubs will
more than make up for their loss.

All existing site elements that must be removed are graphically shown on the following maps:
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Soil Preparation

While the plant types proposed for the Public Lands Center are native to the Uncompahgre region,
the great majority of them (aside from the Salt Desert plants) are not accustomed to such high salin-
ity levels. For this reason measures must be taken to reduce the amount of soil salts throughout the
majority of the site.

Salinity cannot be fixed through soil amendments, conditioners, or fertilizers. Salts must be
removed in order to bring a soil’s salinity down to acceptable levels. The most sensible method of salt
extraction for the Public Lands Center is that of leaching. This method involves removing salts by
washing them away from plants and draining them into underground aquifers. Regular and heavy ir-
rigation will usually accomplish this, however, heavy irrigation would defeat the purpose of designing
a water efficient garden (Cardon 2007).

With this problem in mind, two recommendations are put forth. First, it is suggested that
heavy irrigation occur only during times when plants are especially susceptible to salinity-related prob-
lems. The two most significant times when this occurs is when plants are seedlings or are first becom-
ing established and as plants enter and leave their dormancy periods. Therefore, during installation
and at the beginning and end of each growing scason irrigation levels should be bumped up for a short
period of time.

The second recommendation is to aid soil drainage by balancing the high levels of clay in the
soil with additional measures of organic material throughout most of that garden. Not only will this
help the soil to leach salt away from plants but it will also bring the soil closer to the ideal conditions

of the majority of plant types (Pinyon Juniper and Shrub Steppe) proposed throughout the garden.
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A WATER-EFFICIENT LANDSCAPE FOR
THE PUBLIC LANDS CENTER

aking all factors into consideration the new design for the Public Lands Center has been com-
Tplctcd. The following pages delineate the various aspects of this new design. Five different
plans have been created in order to graphically communicate the proposal. While extensive thought
and planning has gone into the creation of these plans, many design elements (such as bench designs,
information kiosk design, site construction methods, etc.) have been left to the discretion of BLM
engineers and construction staff. Consequently the following plans are largely conceptual and are open

to further interpretation.

ORDER OF PLANS:

1- Overall Illustrative Plan

2- General Infrastructure Plan

3- Native Plant Community Garden Plan
4- General Planting Plan

5- Hydrozoning Plan
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