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Landscape Architecture 
& Rhode Island State Law
Karen A. Beck, RLA, FASLA

Despite the fact that the state law governing 
the practice of landscape architecture (RIGL 
5-51 et seq.) has been in existence in Rhode 
Island since 1971, many people, including 
those who work at state agencies or within 
municipal offices, are not sure when a 
landscape plan needs to be stamped by a 
registered landscape architect.  So when does 
a plan need to be stamped? 

The first two definitions contained within 5-51 that are 
absolutely necessary to answer this question are:
(1)  “Landscape architect” means a person who engages or 
offers to engage in the practice of landscape architecture. 
(2) “Landscape architecture” means planning and designing 
the use, allocation, and arrangement of land and water 
resources, through the creative application of biological, 
physical, mathematical, and social processes. 

The gist of the two above definitions (within the act, the 
second definition is considerably lengthier-above edited for 
brevity) is that the state law defines both what a landscape 
architect is, and what a landscape architect does.  The RI law is 
considered both a “title” act, and a “practice” act, as a result of 
this.  However, the state law for landscape architects has two 
exemptions: (1) for the preparation of “decorative planting 
plans” and (2) persons exempt from licensure.

“Decorative planting plans” means and refers to planning 
and designing intended exclusively for the decoration of 
residential structures or settings which contain no greater 
than two (2) “dwelling units” as the term is defined in § 45-24-
31(24) and which involves the use and arrangement of trees, 
shrubs, plants, ground-cover, and/or flowers for aesthetic 
and decorative purposes only.  Therefore, the design cannot 
include grading, drainage, paths, retaining walls, irrigation, 
lighting, etc., or anything else besides PLANTS.

What does this all mean?  
• For homeowners, it means that they can legally hire 
someone to design a planting plan for their single-family or 
two-family residential home.
 
• For landscape designers, it means that they can offer 
planting design services for single-family and two-family 
residential homes, as long as there are no hardscape items, 
grading or drainage shown, and as long as the planting plan 
is not being submitted to get ANY permit, including any City, 
Town or state permit, and/or is not for any non-residential 
purpose.

• For cities and towns (or any other state or municipal 
body), it means that ALL plans indicating any landscape 
elements MUST be stamped by a Rhode Island registered 
landscape architect employed by a firm with a current COA.

It is this last explanation that needs the most amount of 
emphasis. Any plan showing any landscape elements 
submitted to a City/Town Planning Board, Zoning Board, 
Technical Review Committee, Conservation Commission, 
building inspector, or any other required City or Town 
submission must be stamped by a RI RLA.  Many cities and 
towns have requirements for when a landscape plan must be 
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President’s Letter
Megan Gardner, ASLA
 
Happy Summer everyone! Amidst the hustle of work, 
family and other obligations, I hope that readers are 
taking time for themselves to relax and enjoy the 
beauty of our Ocean State this time of year. I am loving 
all the different flavor of beaches, parks and bike trails 
our state has to offer (thank you nature and Landscape 
Architects!) not to mention al fresco food and beverage 
venues and festivals/cultural offerings unique to little 
Rhody! 

RIASLA is busy planning some upcoming events – Here is a preview:
2016 marks the 30th year anniversary for RIASLA… Let’s make some noise!! To get 
started ExCom members will be sorting through the Chapter’s archives to create 
a timeline infographic to share with members and allied professionals. We want 
to acknowledge founding members and document activities and events that 
have occurred throughout the past 30 years. Soon, we will be reaching out to 
membership to help gather this critical information and more importantly, to ask 
for your help in making this next year a series of fabulous events! Below is an initial 
list of what we will be looking for:

• Interviews with founding members
• Images of chapter members
• Images of built projects by members
• Student chapter leadership and activities 
• URI and RISD lecture series speakers and topics

We will kick off the anniversary celebration at the year’s end holiday party – which 
includes RIALSA biennial design awards ceremony. Please see details about awards 
submissions in this newsletter!

RIASLA is organizing bike tours this summer to encourage use of existing bike 
paths and celebrate the recent addition of several bike path extensions.  At our last 
Executive Committee meeting, we bemoaned the lack of a comprehensive bike 
map for use in the Ocean State and brainstormed the creation of a well designed 
map to help users navigate the different trails and take advantage of local points of 
interest adjacent to the bike paths. Our goal is to work with RIDOT, Greenway and 
bike organizations and bike shops and together create such a map. Who wants to 
help?

To start we propose a bike tour along the Lower Blackstone Valley Mill Trail, 
traveling through historic mill sites and countryside in Pawtucket, Cumberland 
and Lincoln. The date is Sunday July 19th at 3 pm. Meeting place is parking lot at 
Blackstone River Bikeway and Visitor Center in Cumberland. http://www.riparks.
com/Locations/LocationBlackstoneBikeVisit.html. As a group we can decide length 
of ride and where to stop for ice cream! Please check our website for an additional 
bike ride in August– which could be in conjunction with the completion of the 
Washington Bridge Linear Park.

On August 21, Unilock is offering a lunch and learn session to update members 
on new products. This event will be hosted by Gravelly Hill Design Group, in 
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Wakefield, RI. For more information, please contact Jenn 
Judge at gravellyhilldg@yahoo.com

In closing, I would like to remind you all that July/August 
also marks our chapter’s elections.  Soon we will be sending 
out ballots for the Executive Committee.  We look forward to 
hearing from you and welcome anyone willing to participate 
in the work we are doing to promote and advance our 
profession.  I would like to thank those who have volunteered 
their time in the past.  Your knowledge and service is 
invaluable.  We welcome participation of new members and 
those who have served in the past.  Your perspectives, ideas 
and enthusiasm are always refreshing.  Don’t be shy, we have 
fun and plan cool stuff!

Upcoming RIASLA ExCom meetings are as follows and open 
to all chapter members – we would love your input and hope 
to see you there!

July 7th -  6 pm - Kurt van Dexter’s Studio and newly 
renovated Beer Garden, 1740 Stony Lane, N. Kingstown, RI

August 6th – 6 pm - Gravely Hill Design Studio 201-N Gravelly 
Hill Road Wakefield RI 

As always, feel free to contact me with any interests or 
concerns at megan@gardner-gerrish.com 

Enjoy the sunshine - Megan Gardner, ASLA

2014-2015 CALL FOR ENTRIES 
PROFESSIONAL DESIGN 
AWARDS PROGRAM
The Rhode Island Chapter of the American Society 
of Landscape Architects continues to encourage and 
recognize excellence in the practice of landscape 
architecture and to inform the public of the broad 
scope and value of landscape architecture services. 
The Executive Committee of the Rhode Island Chapter 
of the American Society of Landscape Architects 
(RIASLA) hereby invites landscape architects and 
affiliated professionals who have demonstrated 
excellence in their pursuit to lead, educate and 
participate in the stewardship, planning and artful 
design of our cultural and natural environment.

Download the entry form @ http://rhodeislandasla.
org/designawards/

2012 - 2013 President’s Award of Excellence – URI 
College of Pharmacy Medicinal and Wellness Garden 
– Wagner/Hodgson Landscape Architecture
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of the other tour leaders and members of The Preservation 
Society of Newport County (TPSNC) to discuss lessons 

learned and potentially, plan for future events.   A welcome 
bit of information learned is that TPSNC now has a full-
time Curator of Historic Landscapes and Horticulture: 
Jim Donahue. Jim was hired previously in 2004 as the 
horticulturist for the Green Animals Topiary Garden in 
Portsmouth, also for TPSNC. His new role for TPSNC requires 
him to be responsible for the development of long-range 
restoration plans and design improvements to enhance 
the visitor experience of the Society’s outdoor spaces, and 
create new educational programs on garden design and 
horticulture.  That the TPSNC has created such a position 
speaks to the developing realization worldwide that the 
landscape is as historically, socially, and culturally important 
as the architecture.  Another example of this is (in addition to 
just being great news!) that public outcry over the proposed 
expansion of the Frick Collection into a garden designed by 
internationally influential British landscape architect Russell 
Page (1906-1985) has resulted in the plan to be abandoned 

Trustee’s Report
Karen Beck, FASLA

Hello All!

I hope that you all are getting 
out an enjoying all of the great 
weather and enjoying everything 
in bloom! Although I didn’t do 
a plant identification workshop 

for the LARE this year, I did manage to sneak off to Sylvan 
Nursery and make some purchases that will soon find spots 
in my yard.  What’s that you say?  Don’t I have a plan? I’m 
afraid it’s “do as I say, not as I do”, when it comes to having a 
well-organized and designed plan for my own property- and 
my husband is a landscape architect, too, can you believe it?

As reported in the last issue of the newsletter, the RIASLA 
had a number of events in the last few months. The chapter 
helped sponsor with The Cultural Landscape Foundation 
(TCLF) “What’s Out There Weekend” in Newport County 
on May 9th and 10th.  According to TCLF, there were 
approximately 1,000 sign-ups for the free tours, with about 
40 people at each of the 26 tours. I recently met with some 
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Trustee Report Continued...
as of June 3, 2015. Significantly, in his July 30, 2014 article 
“The Case Against a Mammoth Frick Collection Addition”, 
New York Times architecture critic Michael Kimmelman wrote 
“Great public places and works of landscape architecture 
deserve to be treated like great buildings.”

In other news, recent URI and RISD landscape architecture 
graduates are now out and about, some with jobs and some 
still looking.  One of the recent URI landscape architecture 
graduates is Dean Pimentel of East Providence, a military 
veteran who served two tours with the Marine Corps in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.  Thank you for your service, Dean!  I met 
Dean due to his position as Treasurer for the URI Student 
Chapter, along with “the Emilys”: Emily Humphrey and 
Emily Sanchez, also student chapter executive committee 
members, who the chapter helped to attend LABash in 
California this year.   I ran into several fellow URI landscape 
architecture alumni at the recent URI Alumni Event, held 
May 28th at the new Veri Waterman offices at the Pearl Street 
Lofts in Providence. We had a great time, and hope to see 
more of you at future events!

I’ll close by reminding you all to consider positions with 
the RIASLA chapter executive committee and to plan on 
attending the ASLA annual Meeting in November in Chicago.  
See you soon!
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A Message form the  URI Student 
Chapter President
Dear RIASLA Members,
I want to thank you all for your involvement with the student 
chapter this year. It was a great year for our chapter and 
your support and enthusiasm really made a difference. It is 
so important for our students to network with professionals 
like yourselves, and get a glimpse of what their careers 
in Landscape Architecture will look like! Without you, we 
wouldn’t have been able to participate in PARK(ing) Day, 
the RIASLA Christmas Party, World Landscape Architecture 
Month, the Providence Speed Studio Tour, and attend 
LAbash!

Personally, I would like to thank you for supporting my 
attendance to LAbash. Not only did this enhance my 
professional development, but I was also able to attend 
the Student President Luncheon with the ASLA National 
Committee, where I represented URI and discussed the 
interests and challenges of our student chapter. LAbash is 
an excellent experience that enhances student knowledge 
of the profession and brings enthusiasm into our program. 
I hope that you will support student attendance again next 
year!

I would also like to thank you for inviting me to your executive 
committee meetings. It was a great experience, and you 
made me feel like the voice of our chapter was important.

Finally, here is the names and contact information for our 
2015-2016 student officers:

Pres: Victoria Bockstael, vbockstael@my.uri.edu
VP: Alexandra Ludas, aludas93@yahoo.com
Sec: Ashley Martin, ashleyhuntermartin@yahoo.fr
Treas: Katie Meegan, kmeegan@my.uri.edu

I have attached some of my favorite pictures from our 
chapters activities this year.

Thank you!

Emily Humphrey 
URI Student Chapter President

D E S I G N .  C U LT U R E .  C R A F T.

Nadene Parzych
RI, MA, ME, VT, NH
800.430.6206 x1325
269.337.1375 fax
nadenep@landscapeforms.com

Designed by John Rizzi
Clanton & Associates, Inc.

LEO
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Park(ing) Day -Juniors on Campus
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Rhode Island State Law Continued...
submitted and when that plan must be stamped by an RLA.  
However, often these regulations are in conflict with the state 
law, in that they only require certain types of landscape plans 
to be stamped by an RLA (for example, planting plans for 
6-units or more).  ALL PLANS SUBMITTED TO A CITY OR TOWN 
AGENCY, WHETHER FOR RESIDENTIAL OR COMMERCIAL 
PROPERTIES, MUST BE STAMPED BY AN RLA.  

In addition, plans submitted to the Rhode Island Department 
of Environmental Management (RIDEM) or the Coastal 
Resources Management Council (CRMC) must also be 
stamped by an RLA, when the plan includes any planting 
items for buffer zones, wetland restorations, or as a part of 
the overall design of the project being submitted in support 
of a permit from the state agency.

“Persons exempt from licensure” include employees of the 
United States doing work in Rhode Island for the United 
States government, and state, city, town, or regional planners.  
The state law also does not prohibit or restrict the practice of 
architects, professional engineers, land surveyors, landscape 
gardeners, or nursery workers in the performance of their 
business or profession as distinct from the profession of 
landscape architecture. 

The other really important component of the RI state law 
is that both the people and the firms have to be registered 
with the state licensing board.  After passing the state 
licensing exam and applying for licensure, an individual 
becomes registered with the state as a landscape architect.  
However, whether the landscape architect practices as a sole 
practitioner, a limited liability company, or as a corporation 
(or other legally recognized business entity), the firm must 
also have what is known as a “Certificate of Authorization” 
or COA.  You must have both to practice or offer to practice 
landscape architecture in the state of RI. The state website 
(www.bdp.state.ri.us) has a listing of both registered 
landscape architects and companies with COAs. Note that 
this is the case for all of the state’s design professionals, 
including architects, engineers and land surveyors. 

Hopefully this clarifies the state landscape architecture 
law and answers the many questions and concerns heard 
repeatedly over the years, although if anyone would like 
further information regarding the state law, they should 
contact the state Board.  The Board meets once a month, and 
the public is welcome.

University of Rhode Island 
Landscape Architecture Alumni 
Gathering 
On May 28th, the URI Landscape Architecture alums were 
invited to attend a unique gathering at Veri | Waterman 
Associates in Providence, RI. They enjoyed a spectacular 
evening of complimentary hors d’oeuvres and beverages, 
while networking with fellow alums. The event was hosted 
by Veri | Waterman Associates, which has been responsible 
for the creation of some of the most iconic built landscapes 
in Rhode Island, including Kennedy Plaza, the Benefit Street 
streetscape and the Gateway Project at TF Green Airport.

Photos of the event are below.
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UPCOMING EVENTS
July 7th - 6 pm
RIASLA Excom Meeting 
Kurt van Dexter’s Studio and newly renovated Beer Garden, 
1740 Stony Lane, N. Kingstown, RI

August 6th – 6 pm 
RIASLA Excom Meeting 
Gravely Hill Design Studio 201-N Gravelly Hill Road 
Wakefield RI 

July 9 - Emerald Necklace Bike Tour (BSLA)
 In the heart of Boston and extending to Brookline, the historic 
Emerald Necklace park system serves as the backyard for city 
residents and a destination for more than one million visitors 
each year. Designed by Frederick Law Olmsted more than 100 
years ago, the park system connects people and nature - come 
explore it with us on a bike tour led by an Emerald Necklace 
Conservancy Docent, Barbara Nazarewicz.
Save the Date - More info coming 

July 11 - Summer Walk at Pratt Farm
Preregistration required at office@RIWPS.org.  Registrants will 
receive more specific directions a few days before the event.

July 18 - Multiple Locations (BSLA) Garden Dialogues 
The Cultural Landscape Foundation How do clients 
and designers work together? What makes for a great, 
enduring collaboration? Garden Dialogues provides unique 
opportunities for small groups to visit some of today’s most 
beautiful gardens created by some of the most accomplished 
designers currently in practice.

Join in one or all three dialogues in the Boston area with BSLA 
members’ presenting. 
Tickets required. 
Register and more info at chapteroffice@bslaweb.org

July 19th - 3 pm. RIASLA kickoff bike tour
 Meet at Blackstone River Bikeway and Visitor Center 
in Cumberland. http://www.riparks.com/Locations/
LocationBlackstoneBikeVisit.html

August 6 
First Thursday Botanizing Walk at the Francis C. Carter Preserve, 
Charlestown (RIWPS)
More details to come

August 21st   -12 pm. 
Lunch and learn presented by Unilock. Event hosted by Gravelly 
Hill Design Group, in Wakefield, RI. For more information, please 
contact Jenn Judge at gravellyhilldg@yahoo.com
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