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  Profiles in Sustainability —

By Marilyn Witney

Were you at ILCA’s new Impact Conference 
about sustainable landscaping in October?  More than 
200 attendees were there, including Lindy Westerfeld, 
owner of Green Gardens Landscape and Installation.  
Westerfeld has been attending these type of confer-
ences for the past 15 years.  Conferences, along with 
the people she met there, were the beginnings of add-
ing profitable sustainable services to Green Gardens.  
Today, her small, one-woman Mount Prospect 
business has grown every year since 2009, serving 
Chicago’s northwest suburbs.  

Green Gardens Goes Green, 
One Step at a Time

Corporate Finance to Green Industry
Westerfeld spent almost 20 years in the world of 

finance, ending up as Vice President of Technology for 
a large securities company.  But after five buyouts, reor-
ganizations and staff layoffs, she was ready for a change.  
She learned gardening by the side of both her mother and 
grandfather, and often found solace strolling garden cen-
ters and nurseries.  In 2001, she signed up for horticulture 
classes at Triton College and was introduced to Midwest 
Ecological Landscape Alliance (MELA) at the annual 

winter conference MELA held there.  

Lindy Westerfeld
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Green Gardens Goes Green, 
One Step at a Time

She earned an Associates in Horticulture from Triton in 2004, 
and stepped into a landscape design career working for various 
traditional landscaping companies, both big and small.  While 
there, she also learned estimating, maintenance management and 
construction, and did a few of her own designs for customers on 
the side.  After eight years, Westerfeld combined her corporate 
savvy with her landscaping experience and opened her own shop 
in 2009 … Green Gardens Landscape and Installation.

Learning the Ropes in Sustainable Landscaping
Originally, Green Gardens offered only traditional design and 

maintenance services, because that’s what Westerfeld learned 
while at Triton and at her previous employers. 

Even so, she knew she wanted to add sustainability to her 
practice.   A Chicago conference entitled “Sustainovate” caught 
her eye, and she contacted Triton classmate Carol Becker who 
now was the Executive Director for MELA.  She attended 
Sustainovate in 2009 on MELA’s behalf, and kept right on going 
to learn more and more about “how to” with sustainable services 
and a company mission to “partner with customers to create land-
scapes in harmony with their needs, their budget and with nature.”  

Learning more and more at MELA conferences, seminars and 
workshops, and networking with like-minded professionals, got 
the ball rolling for Green Gardens.  Westerfeld met Mark Moxley 
of Lake Street Supply who had hands-on experience with sustain-
able materials and products; leaders at Aquascape who were the 
experts in water management; and further built her friendship with 
Carol Becker who, along with MELA leadership, has her own 
sustainable design company.  In an interview, Becker commented, 
“Lindy thought deeply about how to apply principals of sustain-
ability to her business.  She is willing to make the effort to learn 
sustainable practices and applies it carefully in the right situations.  
Her company grew because of that.” 

Resources that Westerfeld learned about from MELA mem-
bers and presentations led to her own reading and research so that 
she could add sustainable landscape maintenance practices to her 
services.  She uses what she learned to build soil organisms, keep 
water on customers’ properties and put the right plants in the right 
place for lower inputs and less maintenance.  She does not employ

(continued on page 44)
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(continued from page 43)
crews of her own, so she taught both her subcontractors and her 
customers about sustainable practices like mowing high, leav-
ing clippings, recycling yard waste and weeding versus spraying.  
When customers request completely organic lawn care service, 
she subcontracts to companies like Logic Lawn Care, who she 
met through MELA and which supplies this practice. 

In addition, she reuses planting materials when possible and 
preserves existing landscapes and views when appropriate, recy-
cles gravel, boulders and other materials and promotes the use of 
native plants and mindful chemical application whenever possible.

Growing with Sustainable Landscaping Tools
As her business grew, Westerfeld noticed that her younger 

customers were requesting more organic or natural landscapes.  
They wanted butterfly gardens, pollinators for their vegetable 
patch and organic treatment for their lawns.  So as her own 
knowledge grew, Westerfeld decided to employ more complex 
sustainable services.  Stormwater management interested her and 
had become a burgeoning problem in Mount Prospect where her 
business is based, along with other suburbs in her service area.  So 
she jumped in to find out more about it.

Westerfeld ventured into new territory with the help of a web-
site she learned about at an ILCA MidAm presentation.  “I heard 
about a rain garden website from a presentation by Aquascapes in 
2011.  Called Raingarden Network, it gave me a step by step tuto-
rial for how to install a rain garden.”  

  Profiles in Sustainability —
Westerfeld’s first challenge in 2011, was a drainage issue 

along a cedar fence line in Arlington Heights, where ten inches 
of water from the neighbor’s downspouts and sump pump caused 
rotting and mold, and a muddy mess for the owner’s two large 
dogs.  

During construction a rain garden was positioned along the 
fence line to capture the water from the neighbor’s yard. The 
reuse, division and repositioning of the customer’s existing mis-
canthus grasses, boulders and hydrangea help hide the drainage 
area, along with the addition of native and non-native plants that 
prefer wet areas like Sweet Spire shrub, Caesar’s Brother Japanese 
iris, carex and helenium shown in the photo. Together, the com-
ponents of this gorgeous garden work to create a drainage area 
designed to absorb the neighbor’s water discharge, encouraging it 
to percolate through the layers of gravel and soil under the plant-
ings and into the water table below.

“What is so wonderful about learning sustainable practices is 
that the experts I’ve met are so completely willing to share and 
help you along the way,” Westerfeld confided.  For example, 
since she was new to rain garden installs, she was unsure of the 
depth required.  Her colleague Carol Becker had more experience, 
and offered to drop by and help make the determination with her.   
Becker’s expertise helped assure the success of this first project, 
and gave Green Gardens an additional service that has helped 
attract customers and build the business.

(continued on page 46)
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  Profiles in Sustainability —

(continued from page 44)
Connecting Customers to their Landscapes  

These days, Westerfeld markets her company specifically 
for stormwater management and sustainable practices.  Both her 
advertising and her website detail the installation of rain gardens, 
sustainable landscapes, building the soil and using native plants to 
attract butterflies, bees and other pollinators.  “My goal is to create 
a healthy outdoor space that’s not just a pretty space, but that real-
ly connects my customers to their landscapes,” Westerfeld says.

One such client is a young Park Ridge homeowner who 
purchased a large, 3,000 square foot home built by the previous 
owner after tearing down the modest mid-century ranch originally 
on the lot. The new house boasted a large concrete patio, a con-
crete, 2-car driveway and a two and one-half car garage, along 
with a footprint much larger than the original home.  When the 
new house was built, despite the large amount of additional imper-
vious area, the only new stormwater management required by the 
village was a storm drain with a  backflow preventor  connected 
to the municipal sewer system.  
 
Page Four/Green Gardens 

Two weeks after the young family moved in, a rain event cre-
ated a 1,000 square foot “pond” covering the entire back of the 
property.  The water remained for days on end after each rainfall, 
and the soil almost never dried out, making the back yard totally 
unusable to the couple’s two little girls and two dogs.

Combining Traditional with Sustainable
The homeowner reached out to the village for help, but 

received none.  So they contacted Green Gardens on a referral 
from one of Westerfeld’s long-time maintenance customers.  By 
this time in 2014, she could rely on both her experience with tra-
ditional stormwater management, and her recent experience with 
now a handful of rain gardens to solve the problems.  Examination 
of the property revealed various major stormwater challenges:  
the storm drain was not adequate for the amount of impervious 
space now on the lot; houses on each side of the home were not 
equipped with gutters or downspouts, collecting pools of water on 
their own properties and elsewhere; and the customer’s property 
was the lowest on the block, so water gushed downhill to fill their 
back yard.  

Westerfeld’s solution entailed multiple components, all with 
the intent to keep water on the property and to assure that run-
off stopped short of the storm drain.  Drain tiles were installed 
extending downspouts from the large garage and directed any 
runoff toward a rain garden in the back yard.  Dogwood shrubs 
that thrive in wet soil were planted around the perimeter of the 
yard to absorb additional water, while creating a flourishing bor-
der.  Native plants whose deep root systems encourage even more 
absorption of water were added to create a pollinator garden 

(continued on page 48)
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  Profiles in Sustainability —

(continued from page 46)
for the home’s young mother and children.  
Homeowner Nicole Grelecki reported that, 
“A thunderstorm came through the area that 
night, right after Lindy and her crew fin-
ished.  When I woke up the next morning, 
not a drop had pooled in the yard.  She had 
created the exact vision I’d always had for 
a beautiful garden.”

Westerfeld was called back the next 
year to design and install a front landscape 
that consisted of serviceberry, sweet spire, 
baptisia, helenium and carex.  In the
process, another challenge was uncovered 
which had caused a virtual “dead zone” 
right in front of the home.  Green Gardens 
crew found the original driveway buried 
in the front yard, never removed during 
the teardown.  They excavated ten tons of 
compacted gravel, by hand with picks, in 
order to preserve the existing landscape and 
keep the process quiet during the naps of 
the owner’s small children.  Homeowner 

Grelecki continued, “What was really out-
standing about Lindy was her flexibility and 
attention to detail.  She was hands-on with 
the crew and taught me about the plants, 
and how to maintain and prune them myself 
with a hand tool.  Now I don’t need fancy 
equipment or a crew to help me … I can 
do it all myself.  Plus, all the pollinators we 
now get created a bumper crop of tomatoes 
and peppers in my children’s vegetable 
garden!”  

A Model for Small Contractors
For the future, Westerfeld expects to 

add more sustainable practices to her  ser-
vices as the market gets bigger and more 
customers ask for them.  She wants to keep 
re-focusing her business to keep up with 
changes in the industry and in ecological 
advancements.  Giving back and helping 
preserve the environment are also important 
to her.  

In an interview, ILCA Executive 
Director Scott Grams commented on 
Westerfeld’s accomplishments by saying, 
“Many of our members have turned the 
corner on understanding that sustainability 
is important.  But they haven’t figured out 
‘how’ to do it.  Lindy is an excellent exam-
ple of a small contractor who’s unafraid 
to try something new.  She did her own 
research and reached out to the experts and 
didn’t turn her back.  She’s gaining well-
deserved positive results now that she’s 
ahead of the pack.”

Learn more about sustainable land-
scaping, including a “how to” for rain 
gardens, by visiting the ILCA website 
under “Resources.”  And watch for details 
of webinars and seminars on sustainable 
landscaping practices throughout the year 
ahead, planned by the Sustainable and 
Ecological Landscape Committee.  

25715 S. Ridgeland Ave. Monee, IL 60449  
                                                                                                                         

 P/ 708.534.1070    F/ 708.534.1138       
email us at:  info@rainbowfarmsmulch.com 

Red & Brown 
Dyed Mulch 

Pulverized Dirt  
& Stone 

Family Friendly  
Service 

Ben’s Blended 
Mulch 

Haylie’s Certified 
Playground Mulch 

Premium 
Hardwood Mulch 


