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Fertile Ground 
One of your greatest 

assets may be 
in your own 

backyard—literally.
As the housing 

market turns softer,
Americans are realizing 

that one of the
best ways to increase 

a home’s resale 
value is to revamp 
the landscape. But 

before you plant those
rosebushes, read on:

We’ve pinpointed 
four projects that offer

the lushest returns. 
By ChrisTaylor



put a trendy island in the kitchen, laid fresh carpeting to replace
that dusty ’70s shag, constructed a spa-quality bathroom bigger
than most studio apartments. And now you’re scratching your
head, wondering how to jack up your resale price even more.

Look outside, silly.
After all, when well-heeled buyers pull up to your home, it’s

not the luxury faucets or the gorgeous granite counter they see
first. It’s the landscaping. And if your lawn is patchy, your trees
are on their deathbed and your plants are a poor excuse for flo-
ra, it isn’t going to matter what kind of magic you’ve worked in-
doors. Those buyers may keep on driving. “When people ask me
how they can get strong interest in their property, I always tell
them to fix up their landscaping,” says Walt McDonald, presi-
dent-elect of the National Association of Realtors. “If a home-
owner is reluctant to do it, I tell them they won’t get top dollar.”

That’s the payoff. You will not only attract more buyers and
get a quicker sale but also probably get a welcome boost in your
sale price. “If you spend 5 percent of the value of your home on
landscaping, and do it wisely, you might get 150 percent or more
of your money back,” says Massachusetts Realtor Gill Woods.
And sometimes that number can go even higher. If your home’s
landscaping is on the low end for the area and you’re putting it on
par with your neighbors, you could be looking at a 15 percent rise.

Just ask Chuck Mitton of Cherry Hills Village, Colo. He and
wife Jean went to town on the nondescript backyard of their ranch
home a few years ago. A tangled mass of overgrown plants be-
came a three-level wonderland, complete with ponds, waterfalls,
dwarf conifer trees and fresh flowerbeds with roses and azaleas.
Oh, and don’t forget the new “hardscapes,” such as a winding
brick walkway, a backyard hot tub, and a barbecue pit and din-
ing area, where the couple eat “almost every day”during warm
weather. “If you’re going to do some landscaping, I’d say do quite
a bit,” suggests the semiretired bookkeeper and investor, who
spent $60,000 on his additions. “Then you can enjoy it yourself—
and the value of your home will go up too.”

The proof: When Mitton refinanced in 2001, the originally
$250,000 home was reappraised at $750,000—roughly $150,000
to $200,000 of which he attributes to the landscaping. “Land-
scapes take time to mature,” says the 59-year-old, “but I’d say peo-
ple might be able to make 200 percent of whatever they put in.”

Plus, it can be fun. Gardening is one of the most popular hob-
bies in America: In 2001 homeowners spent $37.7 billion taking

care of their yards, up from $22.5 billion five years earlier, according
to the National Gardening Association. While the increase has
been fueled by a maturing boomer population and a spike in home-
buying, people are also clueing in to the fact that it can add dollars
to their home’s value. And academic studies are proving it. A study
by Clemson University and the University of Michigan found that
consumers value a landscaped home up to 11.3 percent higher
than its base price. And one Quebec survey found that hedges
raised property values by 3.6 percent, a landscaped curb by 4.4
percent and a landscaped patio by a staggering 12.4 percent.

In fact, you’re going to have to do what you can to make your
property stand out, now that the housing market is cooling. Most
real estate watchers, such as home-price research firm Fiserv CSW,
are predicting slower price increases in the coming years; other
market bears are warning of a steep drop-off. “Six months ago
anything on the market had people clamoring,” says Woods. “In
a cooling market, it’s going to be more difficult to get a buyer into
a piece of property. The key thing now is ‘curb appeal.’”

Such appeal isn’t just about your lawn, trees, shrubs and flow-
ering plants, though—these days you’ll want to consider
popular hardscapes such as gorgeous walkways, sweeping
arches, full kitchen areas and barbecue pits, elongated pa-
tios and decks, elaborate backyard retreats and gazebos,
and more. The stakes have been raised.

To put it into perspective: For a $500,000 home, on
which you spend $25,000 to spruce it up, even a modest
gain of 7.5 percent would put $12,500 of straight profit in
your pocket. Though the result—a perfect yard—may look
beautifully simple, a thousand factors contribute to it,
from dealing with contractors and knowing what to plant
to hiring landscape architects and designers, and making
sure your costs don’t spiral out of control. To sort out the
complexities, we’ve broken down the four big trends du
jour: curb appeal, the year-round yard, the sanctuary and
bringing the indoors outdoors. And we’ve got insider tips
for every stage of the process.

Project One: Curb Appeal
First impressions, as anyone in the dating game will tell
you, are key. So before you start designing that luxurious
backyard koi pond, get the front of your house in
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You’ve done everything humanly possible
to boost the value of your home:



OFFERING SANCTUARY Robin
Whitesides and her husband
chose their Newport Beach,
Calif., home, in part, based on
the great backyard, which
featured a waterfall, a built-in
dining area and year-round
color (such as the blooming
pink hibiscus flowers, center).
Then they took it up a notch,
adding tropical fruit trees 
and installing passionflower
vines next to the tiled bar. 



order: mowing, weeding, trimming shrubs, put-
ting in fresh sod if you need to. “If you have a
budget, it’s important to focus your landscaping
around key areas,” says Kevin Selger, a landscape
architect at Philadelphia firm Kling. “Something
that’s going to be viewed a lot—like the front of the house.” 

When the no-brainers are done, you can start getting seri-
ous. The hot trend at the moment: beautiful pathways, made of
brick or concrete pavers, winding from the street to the front door.
“You have to eliminate the ‘garage walk,’” says Linda Engstrom,
president of the Association of Professional Landscape Designers,
referring to the typical 3-foot-wide path that routes visitors from
the garage to the front door. Contractor Bob Novelli of Selbyville,
Del., tackled the project on his own home, ripping up asphalt and
concrete and replacing it all with 1,800 square feet of interlocking
concrete pavers. After adding lighted retaining walls and a screened
back porch—at a total cost of around $25,000—he had his home
reappraised at $325,000 this past October, up from $225,000
in October 2001. “This project had a lot to do with it,” he says. 

Make the path slightly staggered or curved to give it some char-
acter. Place a wooden “pergola,” or archway, over the path to de-
fine an entranceway; one can be purchased at a home-improve-
ment store for a few hundred dollars. Flank the path with
Mediterranean-style pots featuring flowering container plants. 

Next, add some light. Low-
wattage ground lighting to sand-
wich the path is fairly easy to in-
stall and will boost the effect
immeasurably in the evening hours

(do-it-yourself kits are available from around $100). For show-
stopper trees, add one higher-wattage lamp beneath. “It gives the
whole front yard a soft glow,”says Maureen Gilmer, host of the
Do It Yourself network’s Weekend Gardening and a nationally
syndicated columnist based in Palm Springs, Calif. 

Redoing the front of your home can have spectacular effects.
Anneke Moore of Portland, Ore., tackled the project to get her
place ready for sale in 2004, when she and her husband, Dan, plan
to retire to Arizona. “I wanted the landscaping to be an asset to
the house,” says Moore, a manager at a local high-tech firm. “And
I wanted it to have enough time to grow into something special.”

With guidance from Linda Engstrom, Moore installed a path-
way of concrete pavers, wooden pergolas to frame it as the main
entranceway and a boundary hedge to give the home some pri-
vacy from their busy street. With those changes to the front, along
with a similar overhaul of the back—which totaled around
$25,000—“I should be able to clear $250,000,” predicts Moore,
judging from other recent home sales in the neighborhood. Her
original buying price for the home 25 years ago: $70,000. “I was

HARD TO LEAVE When Michael
Wessels of Salisbury, Md.,
launched his outdoor overhaul, he
wanted to maximize the riverside
setting with a brick patio,
pathways and a hot tub. And he’s
not looking to sell anytime soon. 
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surprised at how much hardscapes became part of the
plan,” she says. “It was a lot more than somebody just
suggesting plants to throw into the ground.”

Remember, low-maintenance plant material is
best. Buyers want the yard to look great, but they
don’t want it to be labor-intensive. “I call it meat-and-
potatoes landscaping,” says Gilmer. Otherwise, “you
may turn off buyers—particularly downsizers.”

Also keep in mind that these trees and shrubs are
going to grow by leaps and bounds, so you want to
give them the space to do it. “The biggest single mis-
take people make is overplanting,” says Selger—say,

crowding two majestic oaks within 10 feet of each other.
“Plants grow. If you want instant impact, be prepared to have
maintenance problems in a few years.”

Project Two: The Year-Round Yard
The novice gardener might plant once a year, enjoy a single bloom-
ing and not think about winter much at all. Not that there’s any-
thing wrong with that.

But now it’s time to take it up a notch. By smart planting and
giving color to the yard year-round, you’ve instantly set your home
apart from most others in the neighborhood, which will likely
be leafless and drab in the winter months. At her home, for in-
stance, Anneke Moore has nandina “firepower” shrubs in the
front yard, with their brilliant red leaves, along with mock orange
trees for some fragrance. “Getting color in winter is not easily
done here in the West, so people go to evergreens all the time,”
Moore says. “But now, in the winter, my yard is full of color.”

Other ideas for year-round color, which are good for most ar-
eas of the country: flowering shrubs such as viburnums with their
colored berries, or trees with colored bark such as coral bark
Japanese maples. Ornamental grasses, including fountain grass
and maiden grass, are hardy through different seasons—as well as
ultra-trendy and easy to maintain. And always remember to match
the plants to the home. Pansies and petunias may be perfect for a
cottage-style house, but not for one that’s sleek and contemporary.

Whatever you plant, insiders say the soil is just as important
as what’s going in it—maybe more so. “We have an adage around
here: Plant a $50 plant in a $100 hole,” says Selger. One tip is to
contact your local agricultural agency (often on the county lev-
el), which can either test your soil or refer you to a local lab. In a
couple of weeks, you should have an analysis of your soil, along
with tips on how to improve it. A few common problems: Your
soil is either too acidic (which requires lime) or too alkaline (which
requires sulfur), or there’s not enough organic matter, which
means it’s time for mulching or composting.

Likely your most valuable asset, though, is your trees. They’re
also the perfect investment. “You buy a tree for $20 when you
first put it in, and immediately it starts to rise in value,” says Mayi-
ta Dinos, host of the Do It Yourself network’s Weekend Land-
scaping and a garden designer in Los Angeles. “It’s one of the few

Growth Industry
Thinking of hiring a landscaper to rehab your yard?
First, weed out the losers. Here’s how.

SO YOU HAVE GRAND PLANS FOR YOUR LANDSCAPING, a veritable Elysian Fields
in your own backyard. Unless it’s a quick fix, though, odds are you’re going to 
need some help along the way. Too bad that “everybody seems to have a story”
about a bad contractor, according to Los Angeles garden designer Mayita Dinos.

Including her.
“I just came out of a project that was a royal nightmare for everybody,” she

says of one client, who was installing a pool. “[The contractor] didn’t have the
proper subcontractors, it went way over in terms of money and time, and they
ended up firing him—and having to redo a lot of stuff they’d already paid for.” 
A couple lessons the clients learned the hard way were that their contractor’s
license had expired, which they could have checked in public records, and he was
hired by the hour instead of by the project, which was practically an incentive 
for him to drag things out. Here are some other things you can do to make sure
you have a good experience:
GET AT LEAST THREE DIFFERENT BIDS—not just a total sum, but a line-by-
line breakdown of specific costs. And don’t assume that you’ll go with the
cheapest bid; more likely, if you’re going for a true balance of value and quality,
you’ll opt for a bid that’s “somewhere in between” says Dinos. (How much you can
expect to pay may differ by region, thanks to varying supply and labor costs.)
Hiring a landscape architect to do the initial plans might serve you well too. Often
he can work in tandem with the contractor to make sure that no crucial corners
are being cut and that costs aren’t spiraling out of control. “Contractors have 
the tendency to do work that’s easiest and most profitable for them,” says
Maureen Gilmer, a design consultant who also hosts a show on DIY. “Not what’s
best for the client.” 

The perfect place to look for seasoned pros is Alca.org, the site of the
Associated Landscape Contractors of America, which has a search engine for its
2,500 corporate members. Find a designer or architect at Apld.org, the
Association of Professional Landscape Designers, or Asla.org, the American
Society of Landscape Architects.
ASK ABOUT LICENSES AND INSURANCE. Make sure the firm has all the proper
licensing—you can check out your state’s requirements at www.contractors-
license.org. Then, find out what accreditation it has—preferably, it will employ a
CLP (certified landscape professional) or a CLT (certified landscape technician),
each of which requires extensive testing. Finally, if a firm doesn’t have any
insurance coverage—commercial and, ideally, liability, too—it could end up
suing you if something goes horribly wrong on the job site. “Seventy-five percent
of the people out there today are driving pickup trucks with no name on it,” says
industry pro Bob Novelli. “So you’re almost guaranteed they’re not insured.”
GO OUT IN THE FIELD. Evaluate the firm’s past work by talking with past
clients and going in person to see how projects have held up. Make sure that 
the work you’re seeing is no more than five years old. Why? “Workers change;
equipment changes,” says Kevin Selger of architectural firm Kling.
PAY ATTENTION TO THE “MAINTENANCE PERIOD.” It’s usually between 30
and 90 days after a project is completed, and “during that time, a contractor is
required to return and repair anything that’s not right,” says Gilmer. A tough-guy
tactic: Withhold a portion of the final payment until that period is over. And get any
warranties for plant material that you can. Many pros guarantee it for a year, but
18 months is ideal, since that’ll take you beyond a full growing season.      —C.T.



things that appreciates over time; almost everything else depre-
ciates the minute you install it.”

When deciding which tree to plant, look around your neigh-
borhood to see which tree the municipality plants in public areas.
It’s always very carefully picked, in terms of hardiness in local
weather conditions, susceptibility to disease and structure that’s
not prone to falling branches. Depending on your region, you

might opt for oak, maple or gingko biloba (which all do
well in colder climes), crepe myrtle (flourishing from the
D.C. area south to Florida), or magnolias and liquid am-
bars (best in areas with milder winters), to name a few.

The payoff: You might get a buyer like Jane Billish of
Naperville, Ill., who owns a scaffolding business. Billish
and her husband, Scott, bought a property with a modest
home three years ago, attracted almost solely by the three-
fourths-acre wooded lot. “We’d all but given up,” she re-
calls. “Then I saw this place one Sunday morning, and by
the next weekend, we’d bought it.”

But Billish figured there was even more value to be
plucked, so she brought in arbor specialists The Care of
Trees. They removed some diseased elms, which were
crowding out higher-value trees. They also did some prun-
ing and fertilizing, and now Billish has a property full of
healthy oak, maple, ironwood and hickory. In conjunction
with renovation projects Billish did on the house itself, the
property was recently reappraised at close to triple what
she paid. “We’ve made 200 percent,” Billish marvels.
“These trees are such an asset, it’s hard to adequately ex-
press their value.”

Most experts say that younger is usually better when it comes
to planting trees, but if you’re selling within three to five years,
you’ll need some size to get the full effect. Maureen Gilmer’s fa-
vorite size is 15-gallon—maybe 1 or 2 inches in diameter, around
8 feet tall—which will set you back around $50 to $150. “The
numbers I’ve heard are that trees can enhance your property val-
ue as high as 5 to 20 percent,” says The Care of Trees President
Scott Jamieson.

Depending on where you live, going ultra-native with your
trees and surrounding landscaping can be downright trendy. In
the drought-prone Southwest, for instance, it’s known as xeriscap-
ing, in which gardeners opt for a truly desert look: sand, cactus
and boulders, as well as a variety of native plant materials such
as mesquite, or acacia trees; cassia, or “Texas Ranger” shrubs;
sage; and more. Projects might start at $2,000 without any ex-
isting turf, or at around $3,000 if you need to take up your cur-
rent landscape, according to Robin Jablonski, a construction di-
vision manager for The Groundskeeper in Tucson, Ariz. But talk
about easy to maintain.

Project Three: The Sanctuary
Once you’re done with the front of your house, your next point
of attack is the backyard “sanctuary.” More and more, people
are valuing a private place they can retreat to—away from work,
from plummeting 401(k)s, from those heart-attack-inducing news
tickers on CNN.

And the key feature of any sanctuary is water: fountains or
small ponds that bring motion to an otherwise static environment.
“Water gardens are hot right now, and the trend is only grow-
ing,” says Nancy Jacks Montgomery, spokeswoman for the
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We asked nurseries around the country which trends
are sprouting up in local gardens. Here’s the dirt.

MINNEAPOLIS: The city’s planning department has encouraged locals to install
“boulevard gardens,” or public gardens in front of their homes. Because of the
long winters, homeowners favor hearty perennials such as black-eyed Susans
and light-yellow moonbeam coreopsis flowers. Even more winter-proof: the locally
crafted sculptures that have been steadily popping up in yards.

GREATER BOSTON: Ornamental grasses are in vogue here, in a variety of colors,
textures and sizes. Plus, in a colder climate such as this, these grasses don’t take
over the garden bed as they can down South. Two favorites: the low-to-the-ground
sedge, which does well in the shade, and the late-blooming maiden grass, with
narrow stems. In an effort to keep year-round color, some locals are also opting
for dyed mulch, which keeps its reddish color longer than all-natural blends.

CONNECTICUT AND WESTCHESTER COUNTY, N.Y.: Native and naturalistic
plants are showing up in plant stores more here, such as highbush blueberries,
which have beautiful color, and viburnums, whose fruit attracts birds. Water
elements are going natural too in the suburban New York area: negative-edge
pools are very popular, as well as those with waterfalls. And in yards once
victimized by munching deer, spruce, boxwood and daffodil are the pest-resistant
plantings of choice.

GREATER ATLANTA: Once seen only on commercial property, computer-
controlled irrigation systems are showing up on more residences; they can help
regulate water use during droughts or bans. Home systems start at about
$1,500—that’s about 10 to 15 percent more than a regular irrigation setup, but
the systems will cut water use by about 25 percent. Locals are also eschewing
disease-prone trees such as dogwoods or Leyland cypress in favor of cherry, redbud
and cryptomeria, some of which are the same size and structure as the cypress. 

FLAGSTAFF, ARIZ.: “Xeriscaping” is big here, thanks to the severe watering
bans from last summer. That means drought-tolerant plants such as junipers,
piñon pines and the flowering “Purple Robe” locusts; gardeners use heavy
organic mulch to preserve the ground’s moisture. Also on the rise are rock
gardens made with locally found stones. 

JACKSON, MISS.: Gardeners have been replacing their roses with hearty
“Knockout” rosebushes, a hybrid that doesn’t require spraying and won’t fall prey
to black spots. And while tropical plants—banana plants and hibiscus—are
very popular here and in Florida, some nurseries are reporting a huge increase in
requests for the sweet potato vine, which comes in bright colors, such as lime green
and purple, and bears “fruit.” Even though it’s inedible, “once [homeowners] see it,
they want it,” says Green Oak Nursery owner Karen McKie. —Noah Rothbaum

Greener Pastures



American Nursery & Landscape Association.
For $500 to $1,500 you can buy a simple foun-

tain, says Gilmer (to have a contractor install it, it
could cost $1,000 more). Stick with classical forms,
nothing overly elaborate or tacky, and try calming
colors such as a subtle bronze or a moss green. For
an even more budget-conscious option, take a large
terra-cotta pot, add a small recirculating pump from
a hardware store, and you can have “a small water
feature for under $50,” says Linda Engstrom. Or just
have those pots collect rainwater, creating a mirrored
effect around the garden.

A more elaborate project is a small pond. Confi-
dent do-it-yourselfers can tackle this for a few hun-
dred dollars, with preformed plastic liners from Home Depot or
Lowe’s. You’ll need a pump to keep the water moving (you might
need to call in an electrician to install an outdoor electrical cir-
cuit) and the right chemical balance to prevent algae buildup. Jazz
up the effect with miniwaterfalls, smooth river stones or color-
ful fish such as koi (although be warned, that may attract some
unwanted wildlife into your yard). To have it professionally done
might cost around $2,000 for a basic pond and upward of $8,000
for an elaborate setup, according to contractor Bob Novelli.

To have the water effect without the actual water, try a dry
riverbed, as Anneke Moore did. It not only looks terrific, as a curv-
ing trench with artfully placed rocks, but also has improved a
drainage problem she’d had for 20-odd years that had left her
with a soggy basement. With the right design, it almost becomes
like a Japanese rock garden. “We’re seven minutes from down-
town, and it’s a real haven when we come home,” she says.

The crucial part of any sanctuary, however, is a seating area
where you can drink it all in and enjoy the fruits of your labor. Get

some additional privacy with tasteful wood-
en screens, install a couple of wrought-iron
benches, and make sure you’re not blocking
your sight lines to the foliage or water features.

One kind of water feature that may not be
the smart way to go is a monster backyard
pool. If you’re in a warm clime and it’s the
norm for your neighborhood, then fine. But
if you’re looking to make big money on the
project, forget it. “People tell me, ‘I’ve got
$75,000 in this pool—retaining walls, ca-
banas, dressing rooms,’” says real estate agent
Gill Woods. “But are you going to find some-
one willing to pay extra for those improve-

ments? The answer, normally, is no.”
The reasons: One, it’s a relatively high-maintenance project;

two, it might turn off safety-conscious buyers. “If I have a small
child, that’s a danger for me,” says Mayita Dinos, noting that big
ponds can give people pause as well. “In this economy you don’t
want to be eliminating people like that.”

But get your sanctuary right and buyers like Robin Whitesides
might come knocking. When she was hunting around Newport
Beach, Calif., for a new home, the choice was clear. She could opt
for a property with awful landscaping and then invest another
$50,000 or so to get it up to par, or she could buy a place with
everything already in place. Guess which one she chose?

It wasn’t just the basics, either. Her backyard retreat features
year-round color shifting among the azaleas, gardenias, camel-
lias, lilacs and hibiscus (“something’s always blooming,” she says),
mature trees that screen out the neighbors’ yards and a wall foun-
tain that’s lit up at night. She and her husband, Glen Esnard, have
added their own touches in the past year, such as flowing vines

FRONT AND CENTER Anneke Moore
wanted to boost the curb appeal of her
Portland, Ore., home, so she added a
paved path and wooden pergolas. She
also added year-round color such as
winter-blooming fuschia, bottom center,
as well as a dry riverbed out back 
that helps with drainage. “With all the
changes we’ve made,” she says, 
“we’re going to get a much better price.”



(passionflower and scarlet trumpet creeper) and banana plants
and dwarf lemon trees, in keeping with the “tropical” theme.
The happy ending: They bought at over $800,000 and had their
home reappraised at about 15 percent higher in less than a year. 

Project Four: Bring the Inside Out
In this recently white-hot housing market, some buyers have had
to settle for less space than they would’ve liked. The magic solu-
tion to the problem: Extend your living space outdoors, especially
in sunnier areas of the country. In one shot you’ve increased your
usable space. “It’s almost as if the wall between the indoors and
the outdoors has come down,” says Bruce Butterfield, research
director for the National Gardening Association. “You’re see-
ing outdoor rooms and living spaces that have all the features of
indoor kitchens or family rooms.”

That means cooking areas, such as a barbecue fire pit or even
professional-grade kitchen setups; elongated patios and decks; or
high-end gazebos. Just talk to Robin Whitesides. In the top-of-
the-line backyard that attracted her to the property, she has a
curved bar with seating for six, a cooking area with a built-in bar-
becue and a refrigerator, and a hot tub. “People are spending more
these days on their outdoor cooking rooms than their indoor
kitchens,” marvels Linda Engstrom. “Elaborate stone fireplaces,
full kitchens right on the patio. It’s amazing.”

Deck and patio additions are the
natural way to extend one’s living
space outside, and decks bring one of
the highest cost recoupings of any
home project (76 percent), according
to Remodeling Magazine’s “2001 Cost vs. Value Report.” (An
indoor sunroom, by contrast, gets you only 60 percent of your
dollars back.) Redwood or cedar is still a high-end choice, al-
though more recycled plastics that look like wood are being used
for long life, according to Kling’s Kevin Selger. Redwood is a pop-
ular option for gazebos, too, and you can even buy premanufac-
tured versions that are dropped on-site. A 10-foot-wide model
might cost between $4,000 and $5,000, says Selger. 

If you’re putting in significant hardscapes, make sure of a few
things. Don’t damage the root systems of major trees in your yard,
which could potentially cost you thousands of dollars. The Care
of Trees’ Jamieson even recommends roping off areas around trees
to the furthest reach of their branches, at the very least. Also, find
out whether you might be about to dig into any utilities. Hit a gas
line or TV cables and you could be liable for repair costs—if you
don’t check with the local public service commission. Once your
property is marked by the proper local authorities, “if you do hit,
you’ve covered yourself,” says Bob Novelli.

Huge hardscapes are often the most expensive projects you
can undertake, so if you want to know up front what kind of re-
turn your landscaping investment might get, “it wouldn’t hurt to
talk to an appraiser,” suggests Jim Park, director of research for
the Appraisal Foundation in Washington, D.C. “They’ll tell you
whether what you’re about to do is too much—or too little.”
Check with the Appraisal Institute (www.appraisalinstitute.org)
or the National Association of Independent Fee Appraisers
(www.naifa.com) for member listings.

Some folks, however, just follow their gut. Michael Wessels
of Salisbury, Md., recently went to town on his waterfront back-
yard, so he could maximize the use of an area that had been un-
derutilized for years. Using Novelli’s firm, Hardscapes, he installed
a patio of brick pavers, brick retaining walls to shore up areas that
sloped down to the river and the pièce de résistance: a hot tub
recessed into the patio. Wessels splashed $55,000 into the project
on a $450,000 home—more than many would spend, especially
if you’re looking to flip. But he’s planning to stay and enjoy the
work, and along the way he “without a doubt increased the val-
ue of the house,” says Wessels. “We live on the Eastern Shore of
Maryland, with blue herons, bald eagles and ospreys all around,
and this whole project helped to open up more of the outdoors to
our home. I can’t say enough about it.” AB
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ETERNAL SPRING Above, a few
winter-friendly plantings from
Anneke Moore’s yard: a mock
orange tree, a barberry bush and 
a nandina “firepower” shrub. 

The hard truth is that some backyard projects run
the risk of scaring away prospective buyers. Here are
a few splashy additions that not everyone loves: 

SWIMMING POOL 
YOU SEE: Your home’s crown jewel, a place to lounge and entertain. 
BUYERS SEE: Constant chlorine monitoring in summer, an eyesore in winter and an
area they’ll have to fence off so the neighbor kids don’t wander in.
SPORT COURT 
YOU SEE: A multipurpose area for tennis matches and half-court basketball. 
BUYERS SEE: A huge patch of asphalt where a beautiful yard should be. So much
for their backyard sanctuary.
TEA ROSE GARDEN 
YOU SEE: The fruits of your intense labor and the most gorgeous garden in the
neighborhood. 
THEY SEE: Intense labor for them, too, including continuous pruning and the
fending off of garden pests.
FRUIT TREES 
YOU SEE: A picturesque and fragrant orchard. 
THEY SEE: More pruning, rotting fruit that falls to the ground and the omnipresent
flies that feed on it.
BUILT-IN FIRE PIT 
YOU SEE: Barbecue heaven for alpha males. 
THEY SEE: An immobile stone monstrosity, when a small “portable campfire” unit
would’ve done the trick—and given them more backyard flexibility. —C.T.

Turf Battles


