
The defi nition of an Australian native 
landscape style is still in its youth, like 
Australian culture as a whole, which is 

made up of many different cultural infl uences. 
With such a rich mix of infl uences, native 
gardens have the potential to be almost 
anything. Because of the diversity of our native 
plants, many garden styles can be adapted to 
Australian climates using native species.

In theory, if it grew there before, it will grow 
there now. If you are lucky enough to have 
original bushland bordering your yard, or even 
just have the original soil on your property, 
the plants indigenous to your local area will 
grow much more readily, sometimes by simply 
removing competition from weeds. However, 
the local conditions may have changed so 
much that the soil or microclimate won’t 
support the natural vegetation. For example, if 
the soil has been removed, replaced or fi lled 
over, or if there is a salinity problem, the plants 
that grew in the original soil may not survive 
the new soil’s chemistry.

Planning for ongoing success
Creating a native garden requires knowing 
the soil type, the climate and other specifi cs 
(such as average rainfall) about the location 
of your landscape. Knowing these details 
allows for selection of plants that will thrive in 
your garden without having to create artifi cial 

conditions by changing the soil or the watering 
regime.

The fi rst place to look for ideas about which 
plants to use could be a local nature reserve. 
Have a look at the type of plants, their density 
and the structure of the plant community. Are 
there mostly grasses with scattered canopy 
trees or dense shrub layers with trees close 
together? This will give you an idea about how 
much (and what) native plant life can survive 
local conditions.

Another place to garner inspiration is your 
local neighbourhood. Take a long, leisurely 
walk and note which plants seem to thrive in 
other people’s gardens and which plants seem 
to be struggling. Of course, the aim is to use 
the hardiest, healthiest species.

Natural or modern look?
Something we can glean from bush-style 
gardens and the bush itself is the layering 
of different heights of plants, from trees 
of differing heights to shrubs, grasses and 
groundcovers. This structure will be different 
depending on which natural area you are 
taking your inspiration from. It could be 
dense tropical rainforest, dry bushland, grassy 
woodlands or arid desert landscapes. Each will 
create a unique and characteristic atmosphere 
that gives a sense of place.

But not all native gardens are about 

restoring the land to its natural state. You may 
want a garden that is modern and stylish but 
utilises the beautiful Australian plants that 
thrive in the local climate. There are now many 
cultivars of old favourites, such as wattles, 
bottlebrushes and lilly pillys, many of which are 
compact varieties suited to smaller landscapes.

Gardens that sustain you
You can even forget the purist notion of using 
only native plants if you choose to have a 
native garden. There are plenty of exotic plants 
that are attractive, suited to the climate and 
not damaging to the environment or nearby 
bushland. However, these plants often don’t 
have the same habitat or forage value for 
native animals as indigenous plants. So if 
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1. 1. Any style of  garden is poss ible, but 
bushland style is always a winner. 
Des ign by Rolling Stone Landscapes .

2. 2. Try mixing native plants with exot ics 
that like similar growing conditions. 
Plant des ign by Arthur Lathouris.

3. 3. The key to success   is matching the 
plants to the local growing conditions. 
Des ign by Landscapes  by Des ign.
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AUSTRALIAN STYLE
The creative use of native plants in a garden design is a 
satisfying means of self-expression
Words: Jacki Brown
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encouraging wildlife is one of your reasons for 
going native, limit the number of non-native 
plants so that most of the plants are useful to 
birds, animals and insects. Don’t choose exotic 
plants that will smother natives or spread out 
of control.

Not only do native plants feed the wildlife, 
but there are many edible native plants we 
can eat from the garden. Bush tucker plants 
that are quite common in cultivation include 
Dianella longifolia and revoluta, Tetragonia 
tetragonioides (warrigal greens), Backhousia 
citriodora (lemon myrtle), Elaeocarpus 
eumundii (Eumundii quandong), Davidsonia 
pruriens (Davidson’s plum), macadamia trees 
and wattle seeds. Different bush tucker plants 
will be available in different areas of Australia.

Sculpting your landscape
Australian plants have unique forms, textures 
and colours that can be used in landscapes 
for their sculptural effects. Think of native 
grasses such as lomandra, poa and dianella or 
strappy-leafed architectural plants such as the 
Gymea lily or crinum lily for form and texture.

Materials that work well in a native 
landscape include locally sourced natural or 
cut stone. Native mulch (such as “forest fi nes” 

and leaf mulch from native trees) is best for 
adding the right nutrients and keeping the 
pH right for native plants. Natural materials 
such as hardwood sleepers work well for 
rustic appeal, but native gardens can also 
use modern architectural materials such as 
stainless steel and glass.

There’s no need to feel confi ned to a 
colonial or old-fashioned style of native 
landscape when we have so many varied 
cultural infl uences. An Australian native 
garden can be just as stylised and formal as a 
landscape using European or Asian plants in 
traditional ways. Or it can emulate nature by 
employing asymmetric balance and planned 
randomness.

Quintessential Aussie style
Native gardens embody the culture and 
lifestyle of Australia. Some quintessential 
Aussie cultural icons and functional elements 
to incorporate in a native landscape include 
the barbecue, the lawn for backyard cricket 
and children’s play, the humble banana lounge 
(or perhaps a more modern sun lounger), a 
creek water feature, pergola, mozzie zapper, 
bush rocks and classic native plants such 
as banksia and bottlebrush. So much of the 

Aussie lifestyle happens outdoors and today’s 
landscape design embraces the idea of 
outdoor living.

Whether you choose a native garden 
because your yard backs onto the bush, you 
want to emulate nature or you just want to 
use native plants because they’re tough in our 
environment, there are many styles and options 
to create a native landscape. �

This article was prepared by Jacki Brown 
and the team at ecodesign on behalf of the 
Australian Institute of Landscape Designers & 
Managers (AILDM). If you would like to fi nd an 
AILDM member in your area, visit the website: 
www.aildm.com.au.
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•  Specialist nurseries: The biggest range of native plants will be found at a specialist 
native plant nursery. You don’t necessarily have to visit them as you can buy online or over 
the phone and the plants will be sent out to you.

•  Garden centres: These now stock a greater selection of native plants and the same rules 
apply as when buying exotics. Read the plant label to check if the growing conditions and 
mature height of the plant are correct for your garden.

•  Plant health: Check that the plant is upright, the leaves are healthy and it’s not pot-
bound. Generally speaking, native roots are not good at breaking out of circles, and a plant 
placed in the ground in a pot-bound state may starve because its roots never make it out 
into the open ground.

SOURCING NATIVE PLANTS
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