
Patio Garden

Summary: A design for a container garden with a watering system on a patio,
producing herbs and salads. There were issues with the progress of implementation
which led me to reflect on whether the design was really meeting the needs of the

client (my mum) and whether I was providing her with enough support, leading to
tweaks in the design. Eventually the design was successfully implemented. Through

this design I was able to become more familiar with the design process, learn of more
edible plants and gain some insight into designing effectively for clients. 
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Introduction
When I was initially thinking of projects for my diploma I asked my mum if there were any aspects of her large 
garden she would like me to design, she replied she would like to make better use of her patio area. The project 
provided me with an opportunity to experience and learn from designing for others. My first diploma project, 
this design was started shortly after I completed my PDC and I stuck rigidly to the methods I had learned there, 
using the SADIMET design framework:

Survey
Client Survey

The client was interviewed informally to establish her ideal vision of the patio, what she wanted from it, what she 
liked about it at present, what she didn't like about it and what resources she had to put towards it.

How do you visualise the patio being once we have finished? Somewhere nice to sit in summer, stepping outside to 
pick salad and herbs.

What do you want from the space? A nice place to sit in the summer, to produce salad and herbs, it would be nice to 
have flowers all through the summer.

What about in the winter? We don't sit outdoors, I'm not worried about how it looks in the winter as long as it's not 
messy. It would be nice to have something growing all year but it's not important. It would be nice to have some salad 
in the winter if that's possible.

How do you use the space at the moment? We sit out at the table in the summer to have a cup of tea or read, we use 
it when we have barbecues and parties in the summer. I have grown some things (herbs, courgettes, flowers) but I forget 
to water the pots under the over-hang enough. 

So you want salad and herbs here; would it appeal to you to have some fruit -maybe that you could pick and eat 
while sitting out here? Its not a priority but it might be nice.

What about vegetables -you said you grew courgettes here before? I have the vegetable beds and the tomatoes in the 
shed but I would like to grow courgettes again.

How do you feel about the space at the moment? It's nice to sit out in the summer but it's scruffy, the pots aren't 
nice. Watering is a pain because of the overhang, and the plants die because I forget to water them.

Do you use the herbs you grow out here? I forget the herbs are there and don't use them. If it looked nicer and was 
more organised I would probably use it more.

How much do you want to spend on it? I have no fixed idea, we have plenty to spend on it.

What about time? I want to spend more time gardening now I am retiring, but don't want it to be hard work. I 
would probably do small amounts every few days especially if I was sitting out here.

I also spoke to my dad and established that he was very concerned about the patio becoming cluttered, other 
than that he only wanted it to look nice.

Site survey (base map p13)

In this situation I had the advantage of being familiar with the site and having observed it through more than one 
year. In addition to my own observations I spoke to the client about her experience of the site and growing things 
there. I got the local climate statistics from the MET Office website.

Climate:

The client lives in Muckhart, Clackmannanshire, East-Central Scotland, 200m above sea level, in an area with 
approximately:

-1200-1500mm annual rainfall (for comparison; 750mm English Midlands, 2500mm Scottish Highlands)
-150 days of ground frost  (100-140 days Midlands, 140-200 days Highlands)
- Average January temperature of 2oC and average July temperature of 14oC (3-4oC and 16oC  Midlands,  0-2oC 
and12oC Highlands)
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The patio:

-The patio is by the back door of the house, against the house to the north and west, and open to the south and 
east, where it is edged by a low wall.
-It is paved, the south wall separates it from a flower bed, the west from another paved area.
-The back door leads to the utility room where there is a sink and a cupboard for watering cans and small garden 
tools.
-The utility room is by the kitchen.
-The kitchen window looks onto the patio.

Microclimate:

-From early March to early October the patio receives sun most of the day.
-The walls and paving heat up so the patio often feels warmer than the rest of the garden, especially in the 
evening.
-The site is the most sheltered spot in the garden, feeling warmer on windy days.
-From November – February the sun rarely reaches over the trees on the hill opposite, so the patio receives no 
direct sunlight.
-The patio is not a frost pocket, it only becomes frosty when the rest of the garden is frosted. 
-By the house, under the over-hang, is the most protected place -the last place to suffer from frost.
-Pots under the overhang often dry out.

Flora & Fauna:

-Pests have not been a problem, slugs have been particularly notable by their absence.
-There may be some mice but the cat keeps them down.
-One cat, he does not usually dig in the containers (preferring the house plants).

The wider garden:

-The garden as a whole is mainly given to lawn and ornamentals.
-There are three young apple trees and annual vegetable beds.
-The garden shed has a large window and is used for germinating seeds and growing tomatoes.
-There are several large, well used, compost bins near the vegetable beds.
-Compost is also collected from the local recycling centre when garden waste is dropped off.
-Manure is obtained from the local farmer.
 -Vegetable beds produce: potatoes, leeks, swedes, carrots, parsnips, broad beans, peas.

Other research

When researching plants for the design stage mainly these books were used:

Plants for a Future by Ken Fern (Permanent Publications, 2000)
Jekka's Complete Herb book by Jekka McVicar (Kyle books, 1999)

The patio during the survey stage
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Analyse
Opportunities & Limitations

The opportunities and limitations were then listed (again following the examples I had been taken through on my 
PDC)

Opportunities Limitations

Sun trap
Paving and walls storing heat
Sheltered
Overhang can keep pots dry
Some frost protection by the house
Gutters -water collection
Proximity to back door and kitchen
Area passed multiple times per day
Money is available
Top soil, home compost and council compost
I can help maintain it when I am visiting
Client with plenty time now she is retiring
Few pest problems

Cannot be cluttered, must be neat
Fully paved
Overhang prevents containers being watered by rain
Client tends to forget to water
Client is sometimes away for weeks at a time
Almost no direct sun in the winter
Needs to be flexible, able to be moved around and changed

Functions

The functions were identified through consideration of the clients' wishes for the space along with the limitations 
of the project identified above.

To provide a pleasant space for recreation -to sit, to BBQ for people to gather
To be flexible and easy to change
To produce edibles specifically; salads, herbs, courgettes, fruit
To look attractive all through summer 
To be easy to maintain
To provide the containers with enough water
To maintain fertility in the containers

Principles

I also considered how some of the principles applied to the situation. I generally use the Holmgren principles, my 
notes on them can be found in appendix IV, p186.

Observe & interact: What has gone wrong in the past? Plants not getting enough water, produce not 
being used. Set up a system which avoids or minimises these problems. Use the resources and other 
opportunities e.g. compost available, micro-climate near the house, water collection opportunities

Catch and store energy: Perennials and self seeders could be used, carrying energy from one season to the 
next. Particularly consider perennial salads as well as the commonly used annuals. Water could be caught 
during periods of high rainfall then used when needed.

Obtain a yield: The main yield for the client is a pleasant place to sit, food yields are secondary. Food 
yields are more likely to be used if the area is neat and pleasant to be in, things most likely to be used are 
those that are easy to harvest and can be picked and eaten straight away.

Apply self regulation and accept feedback: This project represents an attempt by the clients to apply self 
regulation, thinking about where their food comes from and trying to be more self-reliant. It is important 
to produce herbs and salads they will use as otherwise it is likely they will return to buying them from the 

supermarket. Keep the design flexible and review whether it is working for the clients as they are likely to need 
encouragement and assistance to adjust it to suit them.
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Use and value renewable resources and services: Encourage clients to think about where their water and soil 
fertility comes from by designing a system that provides these. 

Produce no waste: Look into using reclaimed or recycled pots. Garden waste is home composted or taken 
to the local composting scheme; compost from both these sources can be used in the patio.

Design from patterns to details: An overall design for the structure is needed, keeping the space usable for 
the clients, and for the main inputs e.g. fertility, water. Detailed design is needed, especially if containers are 
used, down to individual plants and their position and interaction with other elements in the system.

Integrate rather than segregate: Give elements multiple functions e.g. a low growing plant may be a mulch 
and a nitrogen fixer or a salad. Plants may form beneficial relationships -does not need to be one plant to a 
pot, salads can be mixed with herbs, flowers, or fruit.

Use small and slow solutions: It may be best to begin with plants familiar to the clients and introduce less 
familiar ones gradually. A radical redesign of the patio is not necessary; small changes to make it a more 
pleasant space and to obtain a yield are what is needed.

Use and value diversity: Having a diversity of plants will mean increased chances of a decent yield, and is 
more likely to keep clients motivated, which is particularly important in this design. Make sure there are 
multiple elements for important functions, particularly fertility and water in this case

Use edges and value the marginal: The edge between the site and the house is an important one. It 
provides a protected space, sheltered from frost and more dry. Make the design flexible so that most use 
can be made of the edge; e.g. pots can be moved to be beside, or even inside, the house. Look at making 
use of the edge between the patio and the beds -can useful resources be produced in the beds?

Creatively use and respond to change: Mum is using her retirement as an opportunity to spend more time 
in the garden and grow more food, and creating a pleasant patio space may help with this.

Design
Meeting the functions

I began considering how to fulfil the functions of the design bearing in mind the opportunities, limiting factors 
and principles discussed above. I found using a mind-map useful to begin this process.
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Function How it can be met

Provide a pleasant 
usable space

Provide flexibility 

Produce edibles 

Attractive 
appearance 

Easy Maintenance

Ensure plants get 
enough water

Maintain fertility

-Use the edges of the space, keeping the area open.
-Sensory stimulation: herbs, flowers spread through the season, plants attracting bees and 
butterflies, wind chimes, mosaic on wall.
-Stack plants within containers so less container space is left bare for less of the season.
-Stacking will also make more efficient use of limited space. Use more vertical space by 
growing climbers and using edible hanging baskets.

-Have a container garden and keep containers a movable size, either to change the way the 
space is used or to move plants into more sheltered area or indoors.

-Grow salads herbs and fruit.
-Include herbs and annual salads with which my mum will be familiar.
-Include fast growing 'cut and come again' annuals.
-Place containers to make use of microclimates, move them to make use of different 
locations in different seasons if necessary.
-Concentrate on the warm season, clients are less likely to harvest in the winter.
-Food which can be harvested easily and used straight away.

-Plants with varied flowering times.
-Stack plants within containers so less container space is left bare for less of the season.
-Variegated herbs could be used.
- Some evergreen (although appearance in winter is not a priority).
- Containers possibly made of woven willow or wood (reclaimed or sustainably sourced) to 
make use of sustainable and local materials while still being attractive.

-Mainly easy to grow plants.
-Easy and quick to harvesting.
-Use perennials and self seeders (those which self-seed in the same position or those that 
we're happy to have in other containers/all over the garden).
-Make watering less of a chore with a drip watering system.
-Use nitrogen fixers to help maintain soil fertility.
-Create a simple maintenance plan that the clients can follow.
-I can help with one off maintenance tasks when I visit.

-Make sure containers have plenty organic matter (from home and community compost).
-Use mulches, living or dead; comfrey could be grown in the adjacent bed to supply this.
-Having movable pots will allow those under the overhang to be moved, either temporarily 
to catch the rain, or for the summer, before being moved back to the sheltered area in the 
winter.
-Set up an automatic watering system using a water butt and leaky pipe to make it easier to 
remember to water the plants under the overhang.

-Grow comfrey and yarrow to mulch or make a liquid feed (clients are unlikely to make a 
liquid feed but I can do this if needed).
- Use nitrogen fixer which is low growing and can be stacked with other plants, e.g. white 
clover.
- Add compost from home compost bins and from community recycling centre.

Plant requirements

Given the above the plant requirements were identified as follows:

Generally low maintenance and hardy (some needing protection or even brought indoors in winter is fine)
Can be kept small
Mostly edible
Many attractive
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Some pleasant smells
Some attractive to bees and butterflies
Some flowers
Some salads
Some herbs
A few N-fixers/dynamic accumulators
Some easy to grow annuals
Some self-seeders
Plenty perennials
Some low growing
Some climbing
Some evergreen

-Combining several of these qualities where possible

Some possible plants immediately identified were:

Common herbs my mum uses: Rosemary, Thyme, Sage, Oregano, Fennel
Edible flowers: Nasturtium, Lobelia, Primrose
Annual salads: Lettuce, Rocket, Lamb's lettuce
Nitrogen fixers/dynamic accumulators: Comfrey, White clover

Initial Design

At this point I drew up a map of the initial design (p18). An explanation of placement follows:

-Containers are placed round the edge of the patio to keep the space open and useable.

-Edible hanging baskets are placed where there are already hooks on the wall.

-The liquid feed bucket is placed in the corner so it is close to the comfrey, which will be used to make the feed, 
and so it is near the patio but far away from where people pass frequently. It will also be small and portable so it 
can be moved if it becomes too pungent on a warm day when people are eating outside.

-The sunniest and shadiest spots can be used for the plants which do better in those positions.

-Plants most frequently used or needing attention will be placed close to the door or in a direct line from the 
door, making it more likely they will be used.

-The comfrey will be placed where there are gaps in the bed by the patio.

-Plants which need to be kept dry can be placed by the house where they will be under the overhang, this is also 
the most sheltered place in winter.

-The sloping wall by the patio doors provides an interesting microclimate with a shady base and sunny top; a 
plant which enjoys this, such as Honeysuckle, could be placed here.

-Nasturtium and Lobelia are plants already identified which can be easily sown in many of the containers along 
with other plants to provide flowers through the summer and can be used in salad as a bonus. Likewise for the 
Primrose, which will provide flowers in early spring.

-Other examples of stacking in space are the possible locations for climbers and the low growing salads among 
other plants.

-My mum is very fond of her cat so I have included catnip for him; chicken wire will protect it from his 
attention.
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Feedback

I went through the design with my clients, receiving this feedback:

-Overall the client is happy with the design.

-Client does not like the idea of a mosaic, but likes the wind chimes.

-They do not like willow or wooden pots, stone pots are probably the only option.

-Client likes the idea of the Catnip and the Honeysuckle particularly.

-Client is also keen on edible hanging baskets.

-They think having a soak hose will make it much easier to remember to water the plants under the overhang and 
it would be very useful if it works to water all plants when they are on holiday.
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Identification of Plants for the design

In a return to the research stage a list of possible plants, in addition to those already identified, was compiled 
(references, p12). I listed possible herbs, salads, fruits and flowers, these lists can be found in appendix V (p191). 

Tweaking of the Design

Originally the project then continued through the design process but when implementation did not proceed as 
planned an evaluation was completed (this is explained in the evaluation section, p26) and the design was 
modified.

I went through the plant lists with my mum, first identifying the plants with which she was familiar and wanted 
to grow (these were mostly herbs), then discussing with her the other plants I thought might be particularly 
useful. The latter were plants which I thought would be easy to grow and would produce yields which would be 
used (e.g. fruits or perennial salads) and stack with other plants in terms of flowering or fruiting times, or their 
growth habit (e.g. climber, low growing). We agreed the following list (divided up for ease of reading but most 
plants could appear in several columns):

Herbs Salads Flowers Fruit  Accumulators

Rosemary
Thyme
Sage

Mint 
Tarragon

Bay
Mace

Oregano
Lavender
Bergamot
Angelica
Catnip

Sweet fennel
Coriander

Parsley

Sweet Violet
Pink Purslane

Golden Purslane
French Scorzonera

Serpent garlic
Nodding onion
Daffodil garlic

Lettuce (various)
Beetroot (for leaves)

Peas (for shoots)
Rocket

Lambs lettuce

Pot marigold
Primrose

Yellow asphodel
Dwarf daylily
Nasturtium

Lobelia
Meadowsweet

Cowslip
Honey suckle

Borage

Maypop
Alpine strawberry

Bearberry
Checkerberry

Clover
Sweet vetch

Comfrey
Yarrow

A representation of flowering times over the season is shown on p21.

In what is technically a return to the analysis stage I grouped the plants according to their microclimate and soil 
requirements. This list is made specifically for the patio i.e. all plants will be in containers and in at least partial 
sun with reasonably drained soil so 'not fussed' means under these conditions:

Poor well drained soil, sunny, protected and keep dry in winter: rosemary, thyme, tarragon

Fertile, well drained soil, sunny, protected and keep dry in winter: bay

Fertile, well drained soil, dry in winter: lavender

Fertile soil, sunny: annual salads, alpine strawberry

Any well drained soil, sunny: sage, coriander, mace, sweet fennel, catnip

Any well drained soil: oregano, yellow asphodel

Sunny, protect in winter: maypops

Sunny: serpent garlic, nodding onion, daffodil garlic, golden purslane

Moist fertile soil, some shade in summer: bergamot, angelica, meadow sweet, parsley

Moist soil: mint, sweet violet, pink purslane, meadowsweet, bearberry
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Some shade in summer, any soil: checkerberry, French scorzonera

Not fussed: yarrow, pot marigold, lobelia, nasturtium, dwarf daylily, primrose, cowslip, honeysuckle, bearberry

I then produced a design suggesting placement of the plants, any special soil requirements for each container and 
whether it needed to move through the seasons: 

Bay tree and tarragon are moved inside in the winter.

Courgette pot is moved out of the way and lavender and late-sown parsley are moved against the wall of the 
house.
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Implement
The implementation plan was modified after the initial evaluation (p26). What follows is the modified, though 
still very basic, implementation plan. The implementation of the modified design went smoothly as per this plan, 
except some autumn sown seeds were not sown until early spring.

Sept -Decide which plants can come from my garden and what needs to be ordered

-Layer and divide plants from my garden

-Order remaining plants and seeds

Oct -Get a lift from my sister to buy reduced stone pots, water butt, hose at Homebase plus any 
compost/gravel/sand needed depending on what my parents already have

-Place and fill pots

-Plant out hardy plants and sow autumn sown seeds

April -Set up water-butt and leaky hose

-Sow spring seeds

-Plant out remaining plants

-Hang wind-chimes

-Go over maintenance plan with client

May/
June

Check on plants and seedlings and whether any replacements are needed or gaps need filled

June-
Oct

Regularly look at patio with client and check they know what they can harvest and how to use it
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Maintain
I created a simple maintenance plan for the client, indicating the seasonal tasks for the patio (see the following 
page). The client was happy to carry out day-to-day maintenance as she was harvesting, or when she noticed tasks 
needing done while she was sitting out on the patio. An important aspect of maintenance of this deign is visiting 
the client regularly and encouraging them to harvest the plants, and assisting them to change aspects of the 
system not working for them (e.g. identifying an alternative to a plant they have tried and do not like). After a 
couple of years it is likely this will be less necessary. 
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Patio Maintenance
Feb/March Prune/trim:

Bay
Bergamot
thyme

Feed:
Bay
Bergamot

Divide every 3 years
Bergamot 

Sow
Pea
Beetroot
Lettuce

April/May Sow seeds
Borage (may self seed)                  Calendula
Parsley                                           Beetroot
Coriander                                       Lettuce
Golden purslane                             Rocket
French Schorzonera (if needed)     Pea
Nasturtium
Lobelia

Make liquid feed Plant out new plants
Alpine strawberries
(replace every 3 yrs)

Feed
chives
Parsley

June/July Plenty water
Bay
Angelica

Pick flowers (if  need 
supply of leaves)
Fennel
chives
Tarragon

Sow seed
Parsley -or winter
Coriander
Golden purslane
Lettuce

Beetroot
Rocket
Lambs lettuce
Mizuna

Aug/Sep Collect Seeds
Borage (to sow)
Fennel (to eat)
Coriander (to eat)
Angelica (to sow)
Golden purslane (to sow)

Trim after flower
Catnip
English Mace
Oregano
Lavender
Thyme
Sage
Meadowsweet

Feed
Parsley

Sow seed
Angelica 
Lambs lettuce
Mizuna
Alpine strawberry

Oct/Nov Bring indoors
Bay
Tarragon

Harvest fruit after frost
Checkerberry
Bearberry

Protect (e.g.fleece)
Lavender (young plants)
Rosemary
Parsley
Maypops (mulch)
French Schorzonera

Trim
Lavender 

Keep Dry through winter
Lavender
Thyme



Evaluate & Tweak
Initial evaluation (The design had not been implemented)

When planning implementation with the client she offered to get the containers, water-butt and other materials 
needed, she has not got around to doing so. A few pots have been bought, but then filled with ornamental plants.

Observations

-Although I had been over the design and implementation plan with my mum and she she had not really taken 
the details on board.

-My mum was quite passive about the process, she wants a garden she can use but doesn't really want to put 
energy into implementing it.

-The clients seem reluctant to spend money on new pots, but at the same time want matching, undamaged, stone 
pots. She was happy to spend money on the project but unlikely to take the leap of buying a large number of 
pots.

Analysis

-I left too much of the implementation to the clients, they do not have the energy or the confidence to go and get 
the materials themselves, I could have anticipated this had I though more about what I know of my parents.

-The design contained too many novel (to the client) plants which also required too many pots. It is also likely 
that these plants would never have been harvested and may not have been maintained.

-The design was left too vague; designing the detail of placement of the plants would have made it clear how 
many pots were needed and made implementation simpler.

-When nothing happened i.e. materials did not appear I simply reminded my client what needed to be done and 
didn't reflect on what was happening, I could have taken action much sooner.

Action

-Carry out the implementation by myself claiming back the money from the client

-Shorten lists of plants with many less unfamiliar to the client

-Complete detailed design of planting

Evaluation June 2011 (after successful implementation)

What is going well?

-The watering system worked well for the pots under the overhang, particularly when the clients were away on 
holiday.

-The client finds that just the presence of the water-butt reminds her to water the plants.

-The client likes the fact the plants she uses the most are close to the door.

-The client has increased the range of salads and herbs that she uses.

-The client is happy with the appearance of the patio.

What is going less well?

-The salads cannot compete with the clover

-Some seeds did not germinate; sweet violet was likely sown too late for the period of cold required before 
germination. Reichardia picroides did not germinate for unknown reasons.
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-The yellow Asphodel died, likely due to extremely heavy rain combined with cold weather.

-The client is not gaining much perennial salads from the pots.

-The client, though keen to grow a wider range of annual salads, only sowed the seeds of the plants she was used 
to growing.

-The client has not been using the flowers in salads.

-I feel the client is unlikely to follow my instructions for sowing winter salad, despite being keen on the idea of 
having some.

Tweaks

-Replace clover with perennial salads, the fertility of the pots is supported by 3 sources of compost, mulch and 
liquid feed, perhaps sow a few peas in some containers as they are N-fixing, unlikely to out compete the other 
plants and have attractive flowers.

-Sow sweet violet again in the autumn.

-Try again with reichardia, sowing them myself to supply plants to the client, but also research alternatives as 
seeds were hard to find.

-Try again with kings-spear making sure the container is extremely well drained, and protecting until well 
established.

- Help the client make a flower salad to boost their confidence doing this.

-Sow winter salad and some unfamiliar summer leaves to get the client used to these.

Overall project evaluation

What went well?

-I made use of the design cycle and the tools I learned during my PDC.

-I experienced how design does not always follow a straightforward cycle, i.e. we may return to the analysis stage 
before completing the detail of the design.

-I was able to produce a design my client was happy with and solve some problems for her.

-The design was implemented despite initial problems, and is likely to continue and improve each year.

What went less well?

-I lost my focus on the client at the design stage, suggesting too many unfamiliar plants.

-I did not anticipate how much help the client would need with implementation so the implementation was 
delayed, I did not remedy this as quickly as I could have.

-I could have anticipated that the client might not harvest, or in some cases sow, the unfamiliar salads and helped 
with this sooner.

-I did not make sure all the seeds were sown at the right time.

What would I do differently?

-Start with the most familiar plants and introduce unfamiliar ones gradually (small & slow solutions).

-Use what I know of the clients and not expect them to do much of the implementation (observe and interact).

-Be quicker to help client take the leap of sowing and eating the less familiar plants (obtain a yield).

-Plan time sensitive sowings more carefully -use the freezer if I am unsure if we are early enough for seeds that 
need cold.
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Lessons for future projects:

-Watch out for this pattern when working with clients; being enthusiastic and committed to the design but 
without the energy/time/confidence to be involved in the implementation (despite volunteering to to do certain 
tasks) i.e. client is genuinely enthusiastic about design and happy with steps to be taken at each meeting but no 
progress is made.

-Make more effort to anticipate issues that may arise given what I know of my client.

-Be quicker to take action when no progress is being made as it is unlikely to spontaneously resolve.

-Remember who I am designing for and not let my own interests creep in, the design must be appropriate to the 
client.

Conclusion
This project enabled me to become more familiar with the design process and tools I learned during my PDC. I 
also learned of a lot of edible plants I was previously unaware of. Although right from the start of this project I 
identified that making things easy for the clients and keeping them motivated was central, I lost sight of this at 
some point during the design process, getting carried away with my enthusiasm deciding on plants. I then left 
certain aspects of implementation to the client, only realising my mistake when the implementation did not 
progress. This is the main learning point from the project and will hopefully enable me to design more effectively 
for clients in the future.
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