
Landscaping Site Assessment  
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

As we look ahead to the remaining winter coupled with COVID restrictions, it’s a good time to do some 
planning- especially if a landscape project is in your future. There are many things to think about before you 
do any type of landscaping. We all get caught up in that spring furor… the garden centers are filled with 
plants, it’s a beautiful weekend and everyone seems to have a landscaping mission. It’s tempting to purchase 
plant materials and plan for them later. Planting in haste can lead to problems in the future. Many people 
think, ‘If I plant it, it will grow’. This is not always the case. The planning you do before planting is the single 
most important thing you can do to ensure a successful outcome.   

First of all, ask yourself some questions: 

1. Why are you planting? There are hundreds of reasons for planting. Perhaps you want some shade, or a 
windbreak. Maybe you want to block a view, or stabilize the soil. Some people plant for a harvest of fruit 
or nuts, others want flowers or color. Whatever the reason, you need to identify it. Then you can match 
plants to your needs. 

2. How much maintenance are you willing to do? This is very important. Don’t choose high-maintenance 
plants if you’re not willing to do the work. Those apple trees at your aunt’s house may produce an 
abundant crop, but they also require attention in the form of pruning. Before you purchase, make sure to 
ask about the maintenance requirements of your selections. 

Now that you have answered the personal questions, it’s time to take a look at the planting site and make 
some assessments:  

1. Check out the soil. Do a pH test- this is a free service at CCE of Jefferson County. Also, what is the soil 
texture- loamy, sandy, or clayey? Remember that soil can be different from one area to another. Areas 
near roads or sidewalks may be high in salt. Whatever the soil type, texture, or pH, there are plants 
available that will thrive in those conditions.  

2. What is the drainage like? Do a simple perk test by digging to the depth of the planting hole. Fill the hole 
with water. Drainage of one inch per hour is good. If drainage is slow, choose water loving plants. 

3. Look for microclimates. Planted areas near pavement will be warmer and require more water. If you are 
planting next to a building with a southern exposure, heat may be reflected back onto the plants. 
Prevailing winds will make certain areas colder. 

4. How much sun does the site receive? Look for shading from buildings or trees. (Keep in mind that all of 
those bare trees will be covered with leaves!) Also, look at the sun’s direction. South facing sites receive 
the most sun, west is next, and then east- north gets the least amount of sun. 

5. Look up. If you are planting near electrical wires, use species that are less than 25 feet tall at maturity. If 
you are planting near a building, keep in mind the mature size of the plant. Make sure it won’t eventually 
block doors or windows. Plant far enough away from the foundation to accommodate for lateral growth. 
Also, plants can be damaged by too much water or snow from above, depending on the position of 
eaves, roof angles, or the absence of gutters. 

6. Look down. Don’t plant over underground utilities. Although you won’t dig deep enough to disturb them, 
if any work needs to be done in the future, you will probably loose the entire planting. 
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7. Are there any wildlife problems? Protective wire collars can be placed around tree trunks to keep away 
rabbits and mice. Deer, of course, are a bigger problem. There are species of plants that deer tend to 
avoid when browsing. If you have a deer problem, planting species that are less palatable to deer will save 
you a lot of frustration! 

Now that you have done all of the above, it may be time to actually head to the nursery and pick out some 
plant materials. Here are some things to keep in mind and ask about before you open that wallet: 

1. Where did the nursery stock originate? The closer to home, the better. Stock raised in southern locations 
may not be inherently hardy to our area. 

2. Purchase plants that are zoned for your area. Plants that are tagged ‘zone 4’ or, ‘hardy to minus 30 
degrees’ will do well in all of Jefferson County. Zone 5 plants are fine in the City of Watertown and areas 
west of Route 81. For eastern locations within the county insist on Zone 4 species. 

3. Stick with native species as much as possible- they grow here for a reason! 

4. If available, try to purchase varieties that are disease or insect resistant. 

5. Vary the types of plants. You may love maples, but the entire planting could be wiped out by a single 
disease or insect. (Think of the American elm!) For large plantings, choose plants from several different 
plant families. 

Ask questions! At Cooperative Extension we can assist you in making wise landscape choices. Remember: 
Plants are available that will tolerate the conditions present at your planting site. You don’t need to change 
the site to accommodate the plants- match the plants to your site. 

Only small trees should be planted near 
powerlines. Otherwise the utility will prune 
them to accommodate the lines- often with 
unattractive results. (Watertown Daily Times) 
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