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Landscape Architectural
Graphic Standards

Introduction: The Blueprint for
Great Outdoor Spaces

Every great landscape begins with a clear vision.
Bu t  f o r  tha t  v i s i on  to  become  a  bu i l t
reality—whether it  is a public park, a corporate
campus,  or  a  private garden—there must  be a
common language that bridges the gap between
designers, architects, engineers, contractors, and
clients.  That language is embodied in what the
industry calls Landscape Architectural Graphic
Standards .  These  are  the  establ ished
conventions, symbols, line weights, notations, and
drawing  protocols  that  allow  professionals  to
communicate complex design ideas with precision
and clarity.

Without graphic standards, a planting plan might
be  misinterpreted,  a  grading  detail  could  be
dangerously  misread,  or  a  hardscape  section
might  be  built  at  the  wrong  elevation.  The
Landscape Architectural  Graphic Standards



are  not  merely  a  set  of  rules;  they  are  the
foundation of professional practice, ensuring that
every  drawing  tells  the  same  story  to  every
reader. In an era of interdisciplinary collaboration,
digital modeling, and rapid construction timelines,
understanding  and  applying  these  standards  is
more critical than ever.

What Are Landscape Architectural
Graphic Standards?

At its core, a graphic standard is an agreed-upon
way to represent physical elements on paper or
on  screen.  In  landscape  architecture,  these
standards cover everything from the thickness of
a property line to the symbol used for a deciduous
tree, from the hatching pattern for concrete to the
annotation  style  for  spot  elevations.  The  term
Landscape Architectural  Graphic Standards
often  refers  specifically  to  the  authoritative
reference work published by the American Society
of Landscape Architects (ASLA) and John Wiley &
Sons, but it also encompasses the broader body of
conventions used in the profession.

The standards are organized into categories that
reflect  the  typical  components  of  a  landscape
project:
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Site plans – showing overall layout,
property boundaries, and key features
Grading and drainage plans – illustrating
contours, slopes, and stormwater
management
Planting plans – specifying species,
quantities, and locations
Hardscape plans – detailing pavements,
walls, steps, and furnishings
Construction details – providing cross-
sections and call-outs for built elements
Irrigation and lighting plans – showing
system layouts and control points

Each  of  these  plan  types  relies  on  consistent
symbols,  line  types,  and  annotations.  For
example, a tree symbol on a planting plan must
be  universally  understood  as  representing  a
specific plant with a defined root ball and canopy
spread.  Without  that  consistency,  a  contractor
might install  the wrong tree size or misplace it
relative to underground utilities.

Historical Evolution of Landscape
Graphics

Landscape  architecture  as  a  formal  discipline
emerged in the 19th century, with pioneers like
Frederick  Law Olmsted  relying  on  hand-drafted



plans that used a blend of artistic rendering and
technical  notation.  Over  time,  the  profession
recognized  the  need for  standardized  graphical
communication.  The  first  edition  of  Landscape
Architectural Graphic Standards was published in
1960,  modeled  after  the  highly  successful
Architectural Graphic Standards that had been in
use since the 1930s.

Since  then,  the  standards  have  evolved
dramatically.  The  advent  of  computer-aided
design (CAD) in the 1980s and 1990s introduced
new  challenges:  digital  files  could  be  scaled
arbitrarily, layers could be turned on and off, and
symbols could be copied without regard for proper
line weights. In response, the graphic standards
were  updated  to  include  recommendations  for
digital  layer  naming  conventions  (such  as  the
National  CAD  Standard),  file  organization,  and
plotting  protocols.  Today,  the  standards  also
address  Building  Information  Modeling  (BIM),
geographic  information  systems  (GIS),  and
sustainable  design  documentation.

Key Elements of Landscape
Architectural Graphic Standards

To produce drawings that are both professional
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and functional, landscape architects must master
several core graphic elements. The following are
the  most  essential  components  covered  under
Landscape Architectural Graphic Standards.

Line Weights and Line Types

Lines are the fundamental building block of any
technical  drawing.  In  landscape  architecture,
different  line  weights  convey  hierarchy  and
meaning.  A  heavy,  continuous  line  typically
indicates  a  property  boundary  or  building
footprint.  Medium-weight  lines  represent  major
site features such as walks or walls. Thin, dashed
lines  may  show  underground  utilities,  contour
intervals,  or  future  phases  of  construction.
Consistent  use  of  line  weights  is  critical  for
readability; a drawing where all lines are the same
weight quickly becomes confusing.

Line  types  also  carry  specific  meanings.  Dashed
lines  can  indicate  “hidden”  or  “below-grade”
elements.  Dotted lines often represent property
lines  or  easements.  A  long-dash–short-dash
pattern might be used for centerlines of roads or
paths. Understanding these conventions ensures
that a contractor reading the drawing at ¼ inch
scale  knows  exactly  which  element  is  above
ground and which is buried.



Symbols and Abbreviations

Landscape  drawings  are  filled  with  standardized
symbols  that  replace  lengthy  notes.  Common
symbols include:

Tree symbols – often circles with an “X” or
a specific shape for conifers vs. deciduous
Shrub masses – irregular shapes indicating
groundcover or foliage clusters
Lighting fixtures – small circles or squares
with an arrow indicating direction of light
Bench or table symbols – simple plan-
view outlines
North arrow and scale bar – essential
orientation and measurement tools

Abbreviations  are  also  standardized:  “SS”  for
stainless steel, “CC” for concrete curb, “BW” for
brick wall, “H2O” for water line. Using industry-
standard  abbreviations  avoids  ambiguity.  For
example, “CL” could mean “center line” or “crown
line” in different contexts, so the standard clarifies
which to use.

Scale and Dimensioning

Scale is the relationship between the drawing size
and the real-world size. Common landscape plan
scales include 1" = 10', 1" = 20', and 1" = 30' for
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site plans, while details are often drawn at 1" = 1'
or  ½"  =  1'.  The  Landscape  Architectural
Graphic  Standards  emphasize  that  every
drawing must include a graphic scale bar (not just
a  written  note),  because  drawings  may  be
reduced  or  enlarged  during  reproduction,
rendering  a  numeric  scale  inaccurate.

Dimensioning practices also matter. In landscape
architecture,  dimensions  are  typically  given  in
feet  and inches,  or  in  decimal  feet  for  grading
plans.  All  dimension lines should be clear,  with
arrows  or  tick  marks  that  are  consistent
throughout the set. Leaders (lines with an arrow
pointing to a note) should be straight or curved
but never crossing other text or symbols.

Annotations and Call-Outs

Annotations are the written instructions that make
a drawing complete. They include general notes
(e.g.,  “All  concrete  to  be  4000  psi”),  keynotes
(numbered references to a legend), and call-outs
that  point  to  enlarged  details.  The  standard
recommends  using  a  consistent  text  size  and
font—typically  a  sans-serif  font  like  Arial  or  a
technical  font  such  as  Romans.  Text  should
always read from the bottom or the right side of
the  sheet,  following  standard  architectural



drafting  conventions.

The Role of Standards in
Communication and Collaboration

One  of  the  primary  reasons  Landscape
Architectural  Graphic  Standards  exist  is  to
facilitate  clear  communication  among  diverse
project stakeholders. A landscape architect may
work  with  civil  engineers,  structural  engineers,
architects, ecologists, and landscape contractors,
each of whom brings their own graphic traditions.
The  landscape  standards  serve  as  a  shared
reference  point  that  reduces  the  risk  of
misinterpretation.

For example, a grading plan must show existing
and proposed contours. Civil  engineers typically
label  contours  in  feet  and  use  a  specific  line
pattern  (e.g.,  index  contours  every  fifth  line).  If
the  landscape  architect  uses  a  different
convention—such as metric contours or irregular
intervals—the engineer might misunderstand the
intended earthwork quantities. By adhering to the
graphic  standards,  both  professionals  can  read
the  same  plan  and  coordinate  cut-and-fill
calculations  accurately.
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Moreover,  consistent  standards  improve  the
quality of construction. When a contractor opens a
set  of  landscape  drawings  and  sees  familiar
symbols and line weights, they can quickly extract
the information needed to bid the job and build it
correctly. This reduces the number of requests for
information  (RFIs)  and  change  orders  during
construction, saving time and money for everyone
involved.

Digital Tools and Their Impact on
Graphic Standards

The transition from hand drafting to digital design
has  not  el iminated  the  need  for  graphic
standards; instead, it has introduced new layers of
complexity. Computer-aided design software like
AutoCAD,  Vectorworks,  and  SketchUp  allow
landscape  architects  to  create  highly  detailed
drawings, but they also make it  easy to create
non-standard graphics if users are not careful.

Modern  Landscape  Architectural  Graphic
Standards  address  digital  workflows  by
recommending:

Layer naming – following the National CAD
Standard (NCS) or a firm-specific system
Symbol libraries – using consistent blocks



that can be shared across projects
Plot styles – applying consistent line
weights and colors when printing
File naming conventions – so that all
team members can locate the correct sheet

Building  Information  Modeling  (BIM)  has  also
entered  landscape  architecture,  though  more
slowly than in building design. Programs like Revit
with  landscape  extensions  or  Rhino  with
Landworks  require  parametric  modeling  that
incorporates graphic standards in a different way.
For  instance,  a  BIM  model  may  automatically
generate a plan view with standard hatching for a
grass surface, but the designer must still  verify
that the hatching matches the project’s graphic
standard.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS)
and Standards

GIS technology is widely used for site analysis and
master planning. While GIS maps are not typically
construction  documents,  they  often  inform  the
base plans used for landscape design. The graphic
standards for GIS outputs — such as using the
same color for water features as would be used in
a CAD drawing — help maintain visual continuity.
Many  firms  now  create  hybrid  workflows  where
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GIS data is exported into CAD, and the line work
must  be  re-assigned  to  standard  layers  and
colors.

Integrating Sustainability and
Universal Design

Contemporary  landscape  architectural  practice
places  a  strong emphasis  on sustainability  and
inclusive design. The Landscape Architectural
Graphic  Standards  have  evolved  to  support
these priorities.  For  example,  standard symbols
now  exist  for  rain  gardens,  permeable  paving
zones, green roofs, and bioretention cells. Notes
specifying native plant species,  drought-tolerant
turf  alternatives,  and  low-impact  development
(LID) practices are often required on plans.

Universal  design—making  landscapes  accessible
to people of all ages and abilities—also requires
specific  graphic  conventions.  Accessible  routes,
ramps with correct slopes, tactile warning strips,
and handrail  details all  have standard call-outs.
Including these elements in a consistent manner
ensures  that  the  design  complies  with  the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and similar
regulations worldwide.



Best Practices for Implementing
Landscape Graphic Standards

For both emerging professionals and established
firms, adopting and maintaining graphic standards
is  an  ongoing  process.  Here  are  several  best
pract ices  drawn  f rom  the  Landscape
Architectural Graphic Standards and industry
experience:

Create a firm-wide style guide –1.
Document all conventions in a manual that
every team member can access. Include
examples of correct line weights, symbols,
text styles, and layer naming.
Use template files – Set up CAD or BIM2.
templates with pre-loaded layers, text
styles, dimension styles, and symbols. This
reduces the chance of deviations.
Review drawings before issue – Conduct3.
a quality check that specifically verifies
graphic standard compliance. Many firms
use a checklist that covers sheet
organization, line weight consistency, and
annotation clarity.
Stay updated with industry revisions –4.
The Landscape Architectural Graphic
Standards book is periodically revised.
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Subscribe to updates from ASLA or other
professional bodies.
Educate clients about the standards –5.
While clients may not need to know every
symbol, explaining why a planting plan uses
a particular notation can build trust and
demonstrate professionalism.

Conclusion

Landscape Architectural  Graphic Standards
are far more than a list of drawing conventions;
they are the backbone of effective communication
in  the  built  environment.  From  the  simplest
planting  plan  to  a  complex  master  plan  for  a
regional park, these standards ensure that every
line, symbol, and note carries the same meaning
for every reader. As technology advances and the
profession  embraces  sustainabil ity  and
accessibility,  the  standards  continue  to  adapt,
always with the


