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What are YOUR goals for this class?

Our goals are that you
1. Get a basic understanding of what xeriscape is
2. Learn the seven principles of xeriscape
3. Understand how to create your own site map
4. Understand the city code that applies to your front yard
5. Learn some basic design features
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This slide shows a planting in its 1st year.
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That same planting in its 3rd year. It looks great but it’s being overwatered. You can tell 
because the purple Russian sage is flopping over. Some xeric plants will do this when 
they get too much water – Russian sage and little bluestem, to name two.
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In the photo on the left, the grade is very lump and the grass will be incredibly difficult 
to maintain. In the other two photos, the grass is very difficult to maintain and to water 
efficiently and effectively. The beds and grass would be either overwatered or 
underwatered.

Functional turf areas should be:
• Large enough to play on/use.
• On flat ground (some slope is needed for drainage)
• Species selected to meet your particular needs
• Drought tolerant

Species such as DogTuff, buffalo grass and blue grama are great alternatives to Kentucky 
bluegrass. DogTuff is supposedly resistant to high traffic but buffalo grass and blue 
grama and delicate, so should not be planted in high-traffic areas.
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The photos from left to right are of: tulips, banana yucca, purple fountain grass, 
coneflower and serviceberry.
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Aurora has two predominate soil types: clay and sand. The key to building either type of 
soil is to add compost.

Organic compost is available from local sources in bags or bulk.  If you have a truck, bulk 
purchases are much cheaper per cubic yard.

Top soil is devoid of nutrients.  Fresh manure is often high in salt content and can rob 
your soil of what little nutrients it already has.

Bark mulch still needs to decompose.  To decompose it needs nutrients.  Mixing bark 
mulch in plant holes can actually rob nutrients that your plant is in need of.
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A xeriscape looks best when mulches are mixed and matched.
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Xeric plants, even if they’re a species native to Colorado, were raised as little baby 
plants in a comfy nursery.  Treat them like babies; you can’t just throw them out on 
their own in the cold, windy, dry world.

Trees always need watering during dry spells year-round. Don’t forget to water trees in 
the winter if the ground isn’t frozen.
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1. Protect newly planted trees over the winter with tree wrap. Put the wrap on around 
Thanksgiving and take it off around Easter. This protects trees from Colorado’s harsh 
freeze-thaw cycle.

2. Check your sprinkler system every month during the summer season. Look for 
missing emitters, leaks, leaning heads, etc. Many of these problems can be solved 
with a quick fix.

3. Deadheading is cutting off spent bloom. This simple task forces plants to either re-
bloom or signals to plants to spend energy growing a healthy root system instead of 
growing a seed pod.
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It’s best to follow this order.

In Part 1, we will cover the first two steps, Plot Plan and Site Analysis. This will help you 
have a better understanding of your property before starting the new design process.
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The first step in drawing your site map is to collect your supplies.
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Step 2 is to make sure that you’re choosing an appropriate xeriscape location.
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Your aerial drawing will come in a 1”=8 feet, 10 feet or 20 feet scale.
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An aerial can be acquired a few ways. You can get an image off of Google Earth or 
Aurora Water can provide you with a site map packet by calling 303-739-7195 (it may 
not be ready by the next class)!
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Place the vellum over the aerial of the project area. Trace the outline of these
structures:
 house
 driveway 
 sidewalks
 hardscapes (patio, stone steps, etc.)
 other structures 
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Trace over obvious existing trees and shrubs.  Only include the plant material that you’d 
like to keep or that you’re unsure whether you want to keep them or not.  You’ll make 
final decisions with your landscape architect.
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For trees with circumferences that are not obvious on your aerial, you’ll need to get 
outside with a measuring tape and make some measurements.

To Measure and Add Existing Trees :

1. Find the tree diameter by measuring along the ground from the trunk to the 
approximate tips of the longest branches (the edge of the canopy).  Multiply by 2.  
This is your diameter. 

2. Determine the location of the tree.  Measure from the trunk to a fixed object in 
two different directions (use a property line, sidewalk, driveway, fence, etc.) and 
record these numbers.

3. Put your tree location and diameter into your site map’s scale.  For example, using 
a 1/8 scale: if your tree canopy diameter is eight feet, the circle you draw to 
represent your tree will be one inch in diameter.

3. Draw on site map with a circle template, compass, or household item (like a lid).

20



How to Plot an Irregularly Shaped Bed:
1. Along the bed’s straight edge, mark every 2 feet
2. Measure perpendicularly from the marks to the curve 
3. Plot each mark as points on your Site Plan
4. Connect the points as realistically as possible
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Also add:

• Name 
• Address
• North arrow
• Scale
• Existing plant material – trees and beds
• Water meter location
• Irrigation heads
• Window locations
• Door locations
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Include to the best of your ability:
• Easements – research if you suspect you may have an easement
• Estimate a slope and note your drainage patterns

• Sunny and Shady Areas – Note if your yard’s sun exposure is blocked by any features 
such as neighbor’s home or tree. Some xeric plants prefer full sun, others prefer full 
shade. The angle and therefore exposure of the sun changes throughout the year. 
Estimate your sun angles.

• Sheltered Areas and Exposed Areas – wind / precipitation. Areas with high winds and 
exposure require hardier plants.

• Patterns of Use – Note the circulation / use patterns. These are places to consider
creating a pathway or staying away from traffic-sensitive plants.
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What are the existing site features?

How do you want to use the space?

How do you want it to look?

Decide on a clear direction before you come to your consultation.
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Practical photos are required for your design consultation. They are also very helpful if 
you’re creating your own design. Make sure to take them with a decent camera or high-
quality phone from a practical distance. Images sizes between 250K and 3MB are 
sufficient.  If you are sending large images over 10MB, you may need to send several 
emails. 

Take a photo from the street if it’s safe or sidewalk to show the overall garden space, as 
shown in the picture above.
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Take multiple photos and close-ups of the garden space. Submit up to 10 photos.

Email photos to zverslui@auroragov.org 
(mailto:zverslui@auroragov.org?subject=DIY%20Photos) before your consultation. 
Please add a subject such as “Design Consultation Photos – (your property address)”
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Additionally, send up to 10 photos with examples of plants, combinations of plants and 
yards that you like. Find photos in books, in magazines, on Pinterest, etc.
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In the subject line of the email, write “Design Consultation Photos” and include your 
address.
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Rainwater diversion is meant to slow down the movement of water across your property in 
order to (1) help your plants get more water and (2) slow or stop erosion. 

Permeable Paving is a range of materials – typically porous concrete, porous asphalt or pavers 
– that allows for interaction between the above-surface and below-surface environments so as 
to lessen the negative environmental effects of a largely impervious surface of an urban 
environment. Permeable surfaces allow water to percolate into the ground instead of being 
channeled into streets where it picks up contaminants that are then dumped into sewers and 
waterways.  Allowing rainwater, storm water, and, yes, polluted runoff, to disperse more 
naturally into the ground instead improves water quality, replenishes subsurface water,  and 
allows for more natural interaction between soil, air, and water.  

French Drains are trenches covered with rock mulch that redirect a flow of water.  They can 
contain perforated pipes (as pictured) to quickly drain water that seeps through the upper rock. 
French drains are commonly used to prevent water from damaging foundations.

Terracing is the technique used for turning a sloped surface into a level surface.  Steps are 
constructed into the side of the slope.  In terms of rainwater diversion, a terraced surface 
would slow the movement of water across the ground, allowing more water to seep into the 
soil.

Berms and swales direct the flow of water across your property.  You cannot create swales 
near existing trees because digging will damage the roots.

Drawings courtesy of Brad Lancaster and Joe Marshall 2005
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These elements – a dry creek bed, a patio and a bench – are not considered hardscapes
in city of Aurora code.  But they are aesthetically pleasing elements that you can 
consider for your landscape.
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50% of any landscapeable area of your front yard (or any area facing a public right-of-
way) must be covered in plant material.

In terms of mulch, you may cover your front yard in any organic mulch, such as bark, 
chip or shredded bark. If you prefer inorganic mulch, such as gravel, cobble or pea 
gravel, you can only use up to 50% on your landscapeable area.
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Current code requires implementation of one hardscape feature in your front yard.  You 
have the following hardscape options to choose from:

• 3 Boulders minimum 2’ x 3’ x 18”
• Retaining/Masonry wall 1-2.5’
• Berm not more than 2.5’ tall, grade may not exceed 1:4 slope
• Rock Wall 18”

All fences must be in compliance with building regulations.  Fencing DOES NOT count as 
a hardscape feature.
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You must bring a plant list to your consultation. If you’re doing your own design, these 
are wonderful websites for gleaning ideas and starting to see what you’d like on your 
plant list.
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An example of your final site map.
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An example of a final design.

37



This is an example of the plant list you will receive after your design is complete.  It 
shows:
• Your total rebate amount (if you’re eligible) 
• Your landscape coverage, shown as a percentage based on the total converted 

square footage.  According to the city’s landscape code, your front yard must be at 
least 50% long-lived plant material.

• The percentage of plants listed which are moderate water users, as opposed to 
strictly xeric.

• The symbol, quantity, botanic name, common name, minimum transplant size, 
square footage value, and monetary value of each plant in your design.

“Monetary value” is the average cost and rebate amount for that plant.
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A finished first-year xeriscape. Notice the use of a retaining wall.
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First-year garden. It shows a good use of boulders and three different kinds of mulch to 
create year-round interest.
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This is a fabulous xeriscape that is probably 3 years old. It shows a fantastic use of 
boulders, three different kinds of mulch and a variety of plant textures and colors to 
create year-round interest.
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This xeriscape is a great example of creativity with this “reverse” dry creek bed. The 
plant material is also varied in color and texture.
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This xeriscape is newly planted. Note the use of cobble to edge the sidewalk, the 
masonry units to edge between the mulches, and the natural rock wall.
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This front yard incorporates xeriscape and turf areas. This xeriscape is about three years 
old.
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This corner lot’s xeriscape has incorporated beautiful boulders and contrasting 
inorganic mulch. Those blue hydrangeas are NOT xeric. This xeriscape is about two 
years old.
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This front yard did a great job with symmetrical designs on either side of the step 
walkway and contrasting mulches. This xeriscape is newly planted.
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Streetscapes (aka tree lawns) are perfect places to xeriscape since their narrow shape 
makes pop-up sprinklers inefficient. Here are two different styles. These xeriscapes are 
newly planted.
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