
With a multitude of factors to contemplate during 
the planning phase of that dream deck, it’s easy 
to become overwhelmed, or worse – to overlook 

an important dynamic that could seriously detract from 
either the beauty or functionality of the deck. In this 
article we take a cue from The Green Zone, whose 
comprehensive service offering includes landscape design 
and installation as well as specialized horticultural 
maintenance.

DESIGNER BEWARE 

Ilse Herbst is a certified landscape technologist and 
Maintenance Developer and Designer with The Green Zone 
in Table View. Her love and respect for nature is evident in 
her practical approach to gardens, as she shares expert 
advice on how to incorporate deck design into good overall 
planning: 

When it comes to designing the ideal timber deck to take up 
its rightful place in your garden, it's well worth considering the 
services of a professional. 
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When a deck 
is not just a deck

Photos and plan sketch by: Stephen Hetherington 



"For several reasons, it is always advisable to 
start with a complete landscaping plan for the 
whole property. That way, should you face 
budget constraints, the work can be completed 
in phases. If you were to start off with only the 
deck but then later decide to add bits and 
pieces of hard landscaping as you go along, 
the landscape could end up looking 
incoherent, like a ‘cut-and-paste’ job.”

The average consumer won’t always know how 
to bring a great decking idea to life, or be 
aware of impracticalities. That is where a 
professional can help. Herbst concurs, “There 
are often problem areas in a garden, which can 
include rocky or polluted soil, instability in the 
sub-layers of soil, steep slopes that have 
suffered erosion, ugly foundation pipes, etc.  

Being able to perform a site analysis allows 
you to do an overlay plan on the existing plan. 
You can then ‘zone’ the different areas of the 
garden. The most sensible approach is to 
select the bad areas for hard landscaping or 
decking and to leave natural planting and 
trees intact.” 

BALANCED BEAUTY  

When designing the deck, Herbst further 
clarifies, it is preferable to balance the scale 
relationship with the soft landscaping 
(planting). If the deck is to be installed in a 
garden, the overall style or theme of that 
garden must be taken into account. Case in 
point, a deck of asymmetrical design could 
quite beautifully accentuate and further 
define the shape of the garden design. Some 
questions worth answering: 
   

• Will the deck mirror the lines of the house?
• Will a formal deck fringe on a wild, natural 

garden with organic shapes, or planting, 
which is equally formal?

When different levels or terraces have been 
integrated into a garden’s design, the result 
can be very appealing, making the space more 
interesting and creating private garden 
‘rooms’ and viewpoints. Similarly, and as an 
alternative to moving soil and creating berms, 
installing a well-designed, well-placed deck 
can be a great way to achieve that tiered 
effect. The deck doesn’t have to be at one 
level only – a deck with multiple levels means 
they can be used at different times of the day 
and even during different seasons.
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Deck boards offer another way to balance practicality with 
intended aesthetic design. For example, among choices of 
broad versus narrow, ribbed or grooved, etc., grooved 
boards are a better choice for high-traffic areas such as 
shopping malls or pedestrian bridges because they can 
help reduce the risk of people slipping. 

And here’s another interesting and helpful tip from Herbst 
on layout: The direction in which the deck planks are laid 
creates a design illusion. If laid out horizontally, the space 
is made to look wider, which is good for long, narrow 
decks. If vertically placed, the space will appear to be 
longer.   



TREES, SUN, SHADE AND SUCH... 

Depending on the tree species, certain root structures may 
make it difficult to dig the appropriate area for a deck. As 
an alternative, because it visually links the garden with the 
deck as a whole, Herbst strongly recommends 
accommodating existing trees in a garden by building the 
deck around them where possible. In her words, “Big trees 
are the skeleton of a garden, so this is advisable.” (But then 
you must remember to make allowance for the trees’ stems 
to thicken in diameter.)  

In a climatic region like the Cape, you’re in luck if your deck 
can be blended in with deciduous trees (those that shed 
their leaves annually) because the deck will get more sun 
in the winter instead of being shaded and wet. In summer 
the deck will be more shaded and protected. Sometimes 
the seasonal sun- and shade exposure can be problematic 
for other reasons, as Herbst explains, “If you are planning 
any planting and the deck is elevated, the shade might be a 
problem if your plant selection requires sun. 

For example, most fynbos species like Proteas and 
Pincushions require full sun to flower and to remain 
disease free.”

Something else to consider, depending on your local 
climate and other factors, is the type of timber to select for 
your deck, as well as the appropriate treatment it will 
require to remain durable and give you many, many years 
of enjoyment. Timber iQ recommends the following 
industry bodies for assistance in this regard:

• The ITC-SA (Institute of Timber Construction South 
Africa), which recently incorporated the Institute of 
Timber Frame Builders (ITFB): enquiries@itc-sa.org or 
(011) 974-1061

• The South African Wood Preservers Association 
(SAWPA):  sawpa@global.co.za 

 

SAFETY AND CAUTION

It is important to have options for peace of mind once your 
plans finally come to fruition. “We charge a fee to manage 
and oversee the contractors who install the decking, to 
make sure it is exactly what the designer had planned. 
Problems may occur while building the deck, like hitting a 
sub-surface boulder. The designer has to be flexible and 
work with the contractor to find a way around the 
problem,” Herbst concludes. 

Regardless of the intended purpose of a deck, whether for 
leisurely braais or as a commercial boardwalk, it must be 
safe to use and therefore has to adhere to all applicable 
public safety regulations. It is important to note that the 
governing National Building Regulations are strict and 
comprehensive, and although Timber iQ has reported on 
these in a previous issue, they are not repeated in this 
article. Please contact your local authority before 
commencing with any plans or installation of a deck, to be 
certain that you comply with any requisite plans, building 
permissions, and safety aspects.     

ABOUT THE GREEN ZONE

Stephen Hetherington with The Green Zone designed the 
deck that received the Bronze Award at the 2013 Institute 
of Timber Frame Builders (ITFB) award ceremony. In 2014, 
The Green Zone was further recognised by the South 
African Landscapers Institute (SALI) with a Gold SALI Award 
for Landscape and Turf Maintenance and a Silver SALI 
Award for Landscape Construction with in-house design. 

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT 
THE GREEN ZONE: 

(t) 021 556 8825
(e) info@thegreenzone.co.za
(w) www.thegreenzone.co.za
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