CONSUMER’S GUIDE FOR SELECTING A LANDSCAPE ARCHITECT

Introduction
Are you thinking about hiring a landscape architect? Individuals and businesses that wish to construct or modify exterior improvements to their property frequently hire landscape architects to plan, design, and observe the construction of these projects. The Louisiana Horticulture Commission governs the qualifications and practices of landscape architects in the state of Louisiana. The commission’s mission is to protect the welfare of the public by ensuring the professional performance of those landscape architects licensed to practice in the state.

The Practice of Landscape Architecture
Louisiana law authorizes licensed landscape architects to perform professional services such as consultation, investigation, research, and preparation of general and detailed plans, studies, specifications and responsible supervision in connection with the development of landscape areas. Such services concern the arrangement of natural forms, features, and plantings, including ground and water forms, vegetation, circulation, walks, and other features to fulfill aesthetic and practical requirements. To obtain a license, a landscape architect must demonstrate competence by passing a uniform national examination. In order to qualify to take the examination, landscape architects must have received a degree from a school whose curriculum has been accredited by the accrediting entity approved by the American Society of Landscape Architects and has completed a minimum of one year internship under the direct supervision of a licensed landscape architect. Landscape architects are examined for competence in the following areas:

· legal and administrative aspects of practice;
· analytical aspects of practice;
· planning and site design;
· structural considerations and materials and methods of construction; and
· grading, drainage, and stormwater management.

Finding and Selecting a Landscape Architect
To begin, you will want to obtain the names of several landscape architects from more than one source. You can ask for recommendations from someone you know who has worked with a landscape architect. You can also look in the yellow pages of the telephone directory under “Landscape Architects” for individuals, firms, and professional associations of landscape architects. Some landscape architects specialize in certain types of design such as single-family dwellings, multiple residential, commercial, institutional, or industrial sites, while others can perform a variety of project types. You may find it to your advantage to contact several landscape architects or landscape architectural firms. After receiving referrals and recommendations from various sources, you will need to determine which landscape architect from the list you have compiled will be able to provide the services you need at a cost you are willing to pay.

Basic Criteria
Prior to selecting a landscape architect, you need to develop basic criteria for your project and provide this to the landscape architects being considered. The basic criteria for your project should include, but not necessarily be limited, to:

· the services you expect the landscape architect to perform;
· the size, appearance, and functional requirements of your project;
· what you intend to spend for design fees, if known;
· what materials you wish to use;
· what you intend to spend for construction;
· anticipated starting and completion dates of your project; and
· how you intend to construct the project.

Request For Information
You should request information on qualifications and experience from several landscape architects. After reviewing their qualifications, you may want to interview a number of landscape architects to determine their understanding of your project and their compatibility in working with you. During the selection process, you may want to ask some or all of the following questions:

General Information
· Do you have a valid Louisiana Landscape Architect’s License? If so, what is your license number?
· Do you carry insurance? If so, what type(s)? How long have you carried each type and what are the policy limits?
· How long have you been in business?
· How many persons are employed by your firm?
· How have you kept current in your practice?
· Do you intend to use consultants for this project? If so, whom do you propose to use? What are their qualifications and your experience with them?
· What percentage of your practice involves this type of project?

Experience
· Have you recently designed the type of project I intend to build? How many times?
· May I see examples of your previous projects that are similar to my project (sketches, photos, plans)?
· When and what was your most recent project?
· May I have the names, addresses, and telephone numbers of the clients whose projects you are using for these examples?
· What was the actual construction cost versus budgeted cost for these projects?

Services
· What services did you provide for these clients during the design, bidding, and construction phases?
· What services do you propose to provide for my project during each of these phases?
· Who will provide these services, you or your employees?

Fees
· What will the fee schedule be?
· How will your fees for my project be determined and what services do the fees cover?
· Will you provide probable construction cost estimates for my project?
· If consultants (civil, geotechnical, testing and inspection, etc.) are necessary, are their fees included in your basic fee?
· What additional costs (e.g., permit and other governmental fees) or services (e.g., time spent obtaining necessary permits and other approvals) do you anticipate for my project?
· How do you establish your fees for additional services and reimbursable expenses?
· Will there be a charge for redesign if it is necessary to meet the construction budget?
· How are additional charges computed for design changes requested by me?

Time
· Can you meet my proposed schedule?

Making the Final Decision
Check the references that each landscape architect has given you and ask the following questions:

· Did the landscape architect adhere to required schedules and budgets?
· Were you pleased with the landscape architect’s services and your working relationship with the landscape architect?
· Did the landscape architect listen to your concerns and attempt to resolve them?
· Would you hire the landscape architect again?
· What problems surfaced during the project?

If possible, visit the project sites the landscape architects have used as examples of their services.

The Agreement for Design Services
It is strongly recommended that you have a written agreement for design and/or construction services with the landscape architect. Many landscape architects prepare their own agreements or have them prepared by an attorney; others use American Institute of Architects (AIA) standard forms of agreement appropriate to the type of project and services required. Whatever agreement is used for professional services, it is a legal document that binds you and the landscape architect to certain obligations for the life of the project and, in some cases, beyond project completion. It should include the specific services that you and your landscape architect have agreed upon and the conditions under which these services are to be rendered. Otherwise, issues could arise that may be both expensive and time consuming to resolve. Review the agreement carefully. It is yours and the landscape architect’s responsibility to understand and follow the agreement. You have the right to question and change the terms of the agreement before signing it, even if it is a printed form. Because it is a binding legal document, you may wish to have your legal counsel review the agreement before you sign it. You, the owner, should retain an original copy of the signed agreement. In addition, you should not make agreements with other parties regarding your project without first notifying the landscape architect with whom you have the primary agreement.

Recommended Items for Inclusion in a Written Contract

A written contract for landscape architectural services should contain, as a minimum, the following items:

1. A description of services to be provided by the landscape architect to the client. (scope of work)
2. A description of any basis of compensation applicable to the contract and method of payment agreed upon by both parties.
3. The name, address, and license number of the landscape architect and the name and address of the client.
4. A description of the procedure that the landscape architect and the client will use to accommodate additional services.
5. A description of the procedure to be used by either party to terminate the contract.

Additional Recommended Items in the Written Contract

Beyond those items previously listed an agreement for landscape architectural services may also include:

· the title and address of the project;
· at what phases of the landscape architect’s services the client’s approval must be given before he or she proceeds to the next phase;
· the time frame in which the design services must be completed;
· the construction budget and what items it includes;
· an itemized listing of the landscape architect’s basic services;
· the maximum fee for these basic services;
· a listing of the disciplines of consultants that may be needed (i.e., engineering, geotechnical, architectural, etc.), and a clarification of who hires the consultants and who approves and pays their fees;
· a list of the reimbursable costs that are not included in the basic fee;
· a list of what services constitute additional services and at what cost;
· a clarification of whose approval is required before these additional service costs are incurred;
· whether assistance with establishing a contract between a contractor and owner will be provided;
· the date of anticipated start of construction;
· a provision for cost escalation or contingencies for delay of construction;
· a provision for cost escalation or contingencies for changes in the project scope during construction;
· a schedule of when and in what amounts payments are due;
· whether construction observation services are included;
· the amount of the retainer fee and how/when/ where it will be applied;
· how final payment is computed if the agreement is terminated;
· a procedure for handling disputes between the parties should the need arise (for example, arbitration or mediation);
· a clarification of who owns the project documents; and
· a clarification of who is responsible for keeping project account records and when they may be reviewed.

