
W
e live in a region that is, or was, forested; that is our

natural landscape; since colonisation the ecology has

been changing with a concomitant transformation of

commercial and aesthetic values. But the forest is where we

live. It is protective and productive and it behoves us to respect

the biodiversity and microclimates thus created. 

If your house is located in a clear-cut area you can rectify

that by planting trees, not just any trees but ones that are suited

to this region, ones that will flourish and improve the value of

your property. October and November are the best months to

plant trees. 

The value of planting for pleasure or a small orchard is not

limited to aesthetics and food; carefully placed trees and bushes

can also make your home cooler in the summer and warmer in

the winter, thereby saving heating dollars and carbon footprint.  

Beside having a well-insulated house, the principal factors to

consider in making your home energy-efficient are wind and

sun. Relatively small changes to the outside of any building

serve to optimize these two factors. They can reduce winter and

summer energy costs by as much as 20% while improving

overall feelings of comfort.

Summer wind is usually not a concern in this part of the

world but winter winds can have a major cooling effect on any

structure. Simple changes in the wind dynamics of a building

and adjacent area can create a buffer zone around the structure

that will significantly change the heat-loss patterns. 

Winds around the Gulf Islands generally take three forms,

general day-to-day thermal breezes coming off the water, the

occasional gale from the west, and those cold, strong arctic

outflow winds from the Fraser Valley. What we are seeking

therefore is to deflect these winds from the house. 

Beside wind, we also need to maximize the direct rays of the

sun in winter and minimize them in the summer when the

ambient temperature is already comfortable. The area

immediately surrounding a building, zero to about ten feet, is a

critical zone for heating and cooling, so any additional wind

deflectors that can be incorporated into the design will mitigate

cooling. The more solid the structure the more effective it is as a

wind barrier. A deck with a glass barrier, for example, will be

more effective at deflecting wind than a deck with an open

handrail.  

On the north side of the house a solid planting of evergreen

trees will greatly facilitate deflecting and diffusing any wind or

cold air from that direction. The effective height should be at

least equal to that of the building relative to the distance from

the building. That is, the further away they are, the taller they

need to be. Under-plantings of smaller shrubs and trees will

also create a thicker zone for wind protection, will in turn

protect single larger trees from a direct wind, and will add to a

more pleasing landscape that looks less severe than a line of

sentinel trees. 

Where space allows, the forest is the ideal barrier with thirty

to forty feet of clearance for fire protection. A hedge will suffice

on smaller lots. On the east and west sides the tree lines should

be lower and more diffuse. An open, exposed area will enjoy

warm morning or afternoon sun but also be subject to cooling

wind, in which case a low hedge or fence will deflect wind

draughts over the house and a small orchard will provide

summer shade. 

The south approach is very critical and you will want a year-

round wind deflector for summer shade and maximum winter

sun exposure. This can be achieved by a careful planting of

evergreen trees (or, for those of you on a cliff top, a glass wall)

in such a way that the winter shadow from these trees does not

fall on the house itself. The intermediate space should then be

occupied by deciduous trees that will just exceed the height of

the house thereby providing pleasant summer shade while

allowing for maximum winter sunlight to reach the building.

Full-sized fruit trees are ideal for this if you have sufficient

depth of soil. For dry areas, maple and oak are drought-

resistant and spectacular. Once again, an open thicket inter-

planting will also reduce air turbulence in the micro-climate

without compromising sunlight. 

Speaking of micro-climates, structures such as lattices and

pergolas attached to a house wall may be used to support

evergreen vines on the north and east sides, and deciduous or

annual climbing plants on the south and west walls. The overall

effect is energy-efficient, pleasing to look at, and well-suited to

a home in the woods.  0
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