GARDEN MAKEOVER

WHETHER YOU’'RE SELLING YOUR HOUSE OR JUST PRETTYING YOUR GARDEN U
WARD-WINNING LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT AND SUPER GARDEN JUDGE TIM AUSTEN HAS ,\!C‘: ON
HOW TO INCREASE YOUR KERB APPEAL. WORDS FRANCES POWER

No one needs reminding that house prices have fallen, but if you are
going to sell, one way to increase your house’s value, says award-
winning landscape architect and garden designer Tim Austen, is to
give your garden a makeover. There are no statistics on how much a
garden redesign can add to the sale price, but Tim estimates it could
be as much as 10 to 15 per cent. “The likelihood of selling goes up
straight away, and investing in your garden doesn’t depreciate like a car
or a stereo; if designed in the right way, it’ll appreciate and add value.”
Even if you don’t have that sort of money to invest, there are lots of
simple ways to improve your house’s kerb appeal.

In an ideal world, says Tim, you would invest €10,000, have a
designer draw up a plan and implement that. Short of funds? Even
€1,000 will create an impact, he asserts. The key is to make your
garden low maintenance. “The first question most people ask me
about a garden is, is that low maintenance?’. Focus on the front garden
— it’s the first place viewers see, but it tends to be forgotten about.”

First for the chop is the front lawn. “It’s high maintenance ... Replace
it with a gravel garden, which is low cost and effective,” suggests Tim,
and add in plants — a tree, some background planting; there’s no need
for a gravel garden to be boring. “There are lots of different styles — if
it’s a sunny spot, you could go for a Mediterranean-style garden, or
if it’s down by the sea, a coastal design, a Japanese-style garden could
have a maple, bamboo, fatsia and a dogwood tree, while an English
traditional garden could have a birch or small cherry tree.”

Whatever you choose though, warns Tim, think of the overall
picture. Uniformity is good, as long as it’s not bland, so choose a look
that ties in with the style and period of your house. “You might choose
a type of tree, work it through an overall theme and tie it in with
background plants.”
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One of the bugbears of the houseproud is the line of ugly bins that
sits in the front garden. “You do need access,” says Tim, “but position
them with screening to close them off.” There are all sorts of materials
available now as screening: wood trellises, hazel or willow fence panels,
or even more elaborate, contemporary materials such as steel, coloured
glass, and canvas fabrics stretched between uprights. Some nurseries
offer instant screens covered in ivy, or evergreens that come in modular
units and slot together.

In the back garden, apart from sweeping up leaves and debris,
weeding, mowing and clipping, make sure patios, terraces, decking,
sheds and furniture are clean and moss-free. In fact, says Tim, many
people are replacing wooden decking because it requires so much
maintenance. If you’re investing some money in a redesign, check
out some of the new composite decking products made from recycled
timber and PVC. “It looks like weathered timber, comes in many
different shades and is maintenance-free.”

House viewers will inevitably open shed, garage and greenhouse
doors to explore, so decluttering is a must. But you can avoid drawing
attention to functional areas such as sheds and greenhouses (unless
they are attractive) by disguising them with planting and screens
and not running an obvious path straight across the garden to them.
“Often a darker colour is more suited to a shed,” says Tim, “it can
help it blend into the garden.”

No matter what time of year, you can ensure the garden is colourful
by planting in pots and containers, but you can also paint low walls,
garden walls, furniture and sheds for a blast of colour. Again, advises
Tim, for an integrated look, link the colour to that of your house
and interior.

As for garden furniture, says Tim, there is still a big demand for
sitting areas. “As soon as the sun comes out, we want a barbecue.”
But don’t pick random pieces of furniture or items that will soon look
tatty. “Tie [your furniture] into the overall design. Think of it as if
it was your sofa — the more inviting it is, the more you will use it.”
Sale or no sale, with your garden spruced up and recliners beckoning,
you’ll reap the benefits.
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Tim Austen has twice won a gold medal at Bloom in the
Phoenix Park. His own style of design is for traditional,
romantic gardens with naturalistic planting. He was strongly
influenced by his parents’ garden, which was on the Wicklow
Garden Trail, and Mount Usher, and by English country house
gardens such as Sissinghurst and Hidcote Manor Garden.
His latest design for Bloom 2010 was with Voluntary Services
Overseas (VSO), a visual metaphor of how the work of

the VSO is training people in Sub-Saharan Africa in

improved agricultural techniques. Read his blog on
www.thelandscapearchitectsjournal.blogspot.com.

Austen Associates offers a half-day consultation for €250 to
home-owners in Wicklow and South Dublin; included

is a consultation, a simple sketch plan and mood board
outlining design features and giving planting suggestions.
Contact Austen Associates, 0404 66433, ext 4115;
www.austenassociates.ie.
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