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Chapter 1 — Plan Like a Pro: Pick the Spot,
Measure, Choose Plants and Materials

This chapter gets you from vague idea to a clear, buildable plan. Follow these numbered steps, and you’ll finish with a
site plan, materials list, and plant palette tuned for Lane County's light and humidity. No fluff. No guessing.

1) Choose your wall and confirm conditions. Pick a wall that gets consistent light for the plant types you want. In Lane
County that could be a bright east-facing wall for western garden-style ferns and moss, or a south-facing interior wall
for succulents and sedums under supplemental grow light. Check for direct water exposure, drafts, and load-bearing
capability. Quick test: tape a flat 2x4 to the wall where your panel will sit; if it wobbles or flexes, you’ll need to add a
backing frame.

2) Measure precisely. Width, height, and distance from floor. Calculate panel count by dividing wall width by the panel
width you choose (common modular panels are 12, 16, or 24 inches wide). Multiply area to estimate media and soil
volume. Example: a 4 ft by 6 ft wall is 24 sq ft; a 3-inch soil depth across 24 sq ft requires roughly 6 cubic feet of
growing mix. Always add 10 percent for mistakes.

3) Decide the system type. Keep it simple: pocket fabric, pre-made modular plastic panels, or gutter/pallet repurpose.
For beginners, modular plastic panels with built-in reservoirs are easiest and most reliable. Fabric pockets are
cheapest and lightweight but need more manual watering. Gutters look cool and are great for succulents. Choose
based on weight, ease, and maintenance level you want.

4) Calculate weight and wall attachment plan. Soil + water can weigh 10–20 lbs per square foot depending on depth.
For a typical 3-inch substrate expect ~8–12 lbs/sq ft. Verify your wall studs: use a stud finder and mount to studs or
use appropriate anchors for masonry. If renting or you want zero damage, consider a freestanding frame or hanging
frame that uses a single small top anchor plus a floor support.

5) Pick plants for immediate success. Use low-risk combinations suited to Lane County humidity and indoor light.
Pacific Northwest lush wall: mosses, maidenhair fern, sword fern, heuchera (shade-tolerant cultivars), and trailing ivy.
Tropical indoor vibe: pothos, philodendron, spider plant, neon pothos, heartleaf philodendron. Succulent dry wall:
sedum, sempervivum, echeveria, hens-and-chicks. For an authentic local feel, include moss and native-looking ferns
for a patch that feels like a micro-McKenzie River bank.

6) Match soil and irrigation to plant choice. For ferns and moss use a loamy mix with peat or coco coir and some
perlite. For succulents use gritty mix with good drainage. Choose irrigation: hand-watering is fine for small walls; a
simple drip line with a battery timer is the reliable no-stress option for larger installations. Plan tubing routes and an
easily-accessible shutoff.

7) Create your materials and tools list. Essentials: modular panels or fabric pockets, exterior-grade plywood or
cement board backing (if mounting), waterproof membrane (PVC pond liner or heavy-duty pond liner tape), landscape
fabric, lightweight growing medium (coco coir, perlite, compost), plants, drip irrigation kit (tubing, emitters, timer),
stainless screws, washers, zip ties, mounting brackets, drill and bits, stud finder, level, utility knife, gloves, watering
wand, and a small hand trowel. Optional: LED grow light for low-light interiors, decorative trim, and a paintable frame.

8) Source locally. Lane County options: check the OSU Extension Service - Lane County Master Gardeners for plant
advice, local nurseries in Eugene and Springfield for regional plant varieties, Lane County Habitat for Humanity
ReStore for recycled mounting hardware or frames, and community plant swaps or the local gardening Facebook
groups for cuttings. Hardware supplies are available at big-box stores in Eugene and smaller independent garden
centers that often stock native-friendly plants and regional advice.

9) Design the layout on paper. Sketch a grid to match your panels. Place larger plants where you want focal points
and trailing plants along the top row so they can cascade. Stagger plant sizes: large at the center or base, medium

https://thrivingoregon.com/


Copywrite 2025 ThrivingOregon.com Page 5 of 9

surrounding, small fillers near edges. For a soothing PNW look, plan a moss/fern band across the middle like a river.

10) Troubleshooting and quick checks. If light is marginal, choose shade-tolerant plants and plan for a light. If worried
about weight, reduce soil depth or use lighter materials like coco coir mixes and plastic panels. If renting, use
freestanding frames. Final check: reconfirm measurements, stud positions, and materials list before you shop or cut
wood. With this plan, you’re ready to move to clean, fast installation in the next chapter.

Lock Down Site Conditions and Mounting Method

Make one clear decision: will the wall be fixed to the structure, or freestanding? This section gives exact steps to test
light, moisture risk, wall material, and pick the right anchors so your wall stays up and your landlord stays happy.

Step A — Test and record micro-conditions

Map a 24-hour light profile: take photos at 8:00, 13:00, and 19:00 holding your phone perpendicular to the wall; note
compass direction and label brightness as “sunny” (direct ≥1 hour), “bright indirect” (diffuse most of day), or “low”
(under 2 hours). Run a humidity/draft check with a $10 hygrometer for 48 hours or tape a damp paper towel and
record drying time; >12 hours = high humidity. Perform a 30-second bucket spray at floor level to confirm runoff; if
water soaks in, plan waterproof backing and drip tray. Tap with a coin and use a stud finder; sketch studs, outlets,
and obstructions. Buy tools at Eugene Ace, Home Depot, or Habitat ReStore.

Step B — Choose backing and anchors based on wall type

If studs present: cut 3/4-inch exterior plywood or cement board to your panel grid, align to studs, pre-drill 1/8-inch
pilot holes, and fasten with 3-inch exterior screws plus 1/2-inch washers every 16 inches on studs and every 8 inches
on edges. For masonry: use sleeve anchors (3/8-inch common) rated for load, drill hole depth = anchor length + 1/4
inch, blow dust, set to manufacturer torque. For rentals: build a freestanding A-frame or floor-to-ceiling tension frame
that carries weight to the floor and use one 1/4-inch top screw for lateral stability. Calculate load = (panel weight per
sq ft × area) × 1.2 safety margin; buy materials at Eugene Home Depot, Ace, or ReStore.

Finalize Plant Palette, Irrigation Layout, and Exact Shopping List

Turn preferences into a buildable plan: pick plants that share water and light needs, map where each goes, and write
a precise shopping list including irrigation parts sized to your wall. This makes installation fast and foolproof.

Step A — Build a grouped plant palette and placement map

Select one moisture zone for the wall: high (Oregon sword fern, maidenhair, sheet moss), medium (pothos,
philodendron, peace lily), or low (sedum, sempervivum). Measure panel grid with a tape: record columns × rows (e.g.,
4×3 = 12 cells). Draw the grid to scale on graph paper, label each cell with plant species and pot size (3", 4", 6").
Assign trailing plants to the top row, focal plants at 4–5 ft eye level, fillers in gaps. Count each species, add 10%
spare plants or 1–2 extra. Note root volume (inches or liters) to match panel pocket size before shopping.

Step B — Design irrigation loop and write a precise parts list

Design one irrigation loop per moisture zone; if using a single zone use a single loop. Measure wall run length in feet
and add 10% slack; choose 1/2" main tubing and 1/4" emitter tubing. Specify emitters: 1 emitter (1 GPH) per small
plant, 4 emitters per large pocket (>6" pot) at 0.5–1 GPH each. Include a 200-mesh inline filter, pressure regulator set
to 20–25 PSI, backflow preventer, and a battery or plug-in timer. Calculate reservoir: total daily gallons = sum(emitter
GPH) × planned run hours; pick reservoir 20–30% larger. Add shutoff valves every 6–8 ft. Source items at Eugene
nurseries, Habitat ReStore (frames), OSU Extension for plant lists, and local hardware stores for fittings.
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Chapter 2 — Build, Plant, and Keep It Lush:
Step-by-Step Installation and Maintenance

This chapter shows you exactly how to assemble the wall, plant it like a pro, and troubleshoot the usual problems.
Follow the numbered steps. You'll finish with a functioning living wall and a simple maintenance routine tailored to
Lane County conditions.

Materials and tools quick checklist before you start: modular panels or fabric pockets, exterior-grade plywood or
cement board backing (if mounting), waterproof liner, landscape fabric, lightweight growing mix (coco coir + perlite),
plants selected in Chapter 1, drip irrigation kit or watering can, stainless screws and washers, anchors or lag bolts,
level, stud finder, drill and bits, zip ties, utility knife, silicone sealant, hand trowel, scissors, and a timer for irrigation.

1) Prep the wall. Clean surface. If mounting to drywall, locate studs every 16 inches with a stud finder. Mark a
horizontal top line level across your planned height. If plumbing or electric is in the wall, take appropriate safety
steps. Install a waterproof barrier: attach exterior plywood or cement board sized to cover the project area. Line the
plywood with pond liner or waterproof membrane using silicone and staples. This protects your wall and home from
moisture.

2) Mount the frame or panels. If using a wooden frame, build a simple rectangle and secure it to studs with lag bolts.
For modular panels, follow manufacturer spacing and fasten panels to the backing with stainless screws and washers.
Keep panels level and aligned. If you're using fabric pockets, staple landscape fabric over the backing to create a
smooth planting surface, then install pockets following spacing instructions.

3) Install irrigation and drainage. Run a main water line at the top of the wall and branch drip tubing down the panels.
Use low-flow emitters spaced near expected plant root balls. Install a catchment tray or drainage channel at the
bottom if indoors; route drain to a mop sink or set a planted tray to collect overflow. Test the system for leaks and
flow. If you prefer no irrigation line, plan to hand-water from the top down every 3–7 days depending on plant type
and season.

4) Add growing medium and plant supports. Fill panels or pockets with lightweight mix to the recommended
level—usually leaving space at the top to tuck plants in. For plastic modules, pre-moisten the mix. Insert small pieces
of landscape fabric behind plant openings to hold medium in while roots establish.

5) Plant strategically. Start from the bottom and work up or from focal points outward depending on your layout. Use
root-balls slightly smaller than pocket openings so plants sink in and make contact with the medium. For a natural
look, cluster groups of the same species in odd numbers (3 or 5). For PNW moss/fern walls, pack moss into pockets
with a bit of soil behind it and secure with pins if needed. Stagger trailing plants near the top so they can cascade
down.

6) Secure and finish edges. Add trim or a frame to hide panel gaps and create a polished look. Paint the backing
(outside the liner) a dark green or charcoal to make the plants pop. Attach drip tubing clips and tuck lines neatly; use
zip ties and channel covers for a clean finish.

7) Initial watering and monitoring. Run your irrigation for a longer cycle for the first week to ensure even wetting.
Check for any runoff, pooling, or dry pockets. Adjust emitter flow and timer settings. For Lane County humidity, you
may need shorter cycles in winter and longer in dry summer indoor conditions.

8) Maintenance routine (5–10 minutes weekly). Check emitters and clean filters monthly. Prune dead leaves, trim
trailing stems to keep the shape, and replace any failing plants. Top-dress with a thin layer of fresh medium every
6–12 months and apply a slow-release fertilizer at planting and annually. Keep an eye out for pests: wipe leaves and
spot-treat with insecticidal soap if needed.

9) Troubleshooting quick fixes. Brown tips = underwatering or low humidity; increase misting or watering. Yellow
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leaves = overwatering or poor drainage; reduce irrigation or improve drainage. Thin, spindly growth = not enough
light; add LED grow light. Algae on the surface = too much light + moisture; reduce light duration or improve airflow.
Sagging panels = check fasteners and remove excess water weight immediately.

10) Creative upgrades and seasonal ideas. Add a small shelf with succulents at the base, integrate art like driftwood
or river stones for a Lane County vibe, or switch plants seasonally—moss and ferns for cool months, flowering annuals
in summer. For renters, build the entire system on a freestanding frame that leans against the wall and uses no
permanent anchors.

Follow these steps and you’ll have a lush, professional-looking artificial living wall that fits Lane County life—low-
stress, low-maintenance, and full of local character. If something’s not working, take the quick troubleshooting steps
above and adjust one variable at a time: light, water, or ventilation. Happy planting—and yes, you can say you grew a
living wall without calling a pro.

Build a Waterproof, Secure Backing and Mounting System

Actionable insight: create a moisture-proof, load-bearing surface so the living wall won’t rot your house or sag under
plant weight. A solid backing protects paint, insulation, and framing and gives you a stable platform to attach modular
panels or fabric pockets.

Prep and waterproof the wall (do this first)

1. Locate studs with a stud finder and mark a level top line across the project area; plan to anchor into studs every 16
inches or use appropriate anchors for masonry. 2. Cut exterior-grade 3/4" plywood or cement board to size and fasten
to studs with 3" stainless lag bolts and washers; leave seams tight and countersink heads. 3. Seal seams with exterior
silicone, then cover the entire surface with a 20‑mil EPDM pond liner or 60‑mil waterproof membrane, overlapping
seams 6" and stapling edges. 4. Staple a 3/8" landscape fabric over the liner to protect against sharp edges. 5. Spray
the surface for 5 minutes; inspect the interior for moisture. Local tip: source materials at Lane County lumber yards or
Habitat ReStore and verify details with OSU Extension.

Build or mount the frame/panels so they stay level and load-rated

1. For a wooden frame: cut 2x4s to create a rectangle the size of your wall, square it with a carpenter's square, then
attach the frame to the plywood backing using 3" structural screws through predrilled holes every 24 inches; use
construction adhesive between frame and backing. 2. For modular panels: lay out panels, pre-drill 1/4" holes, fasten
with 1/4"×2" stainless bolts and washers, leave a 1/8" gap for expansion, and check level after every two panels. 3.
For fabric pockets: staple a flat polypropylene base and space pockets 6–8" center-to-center. 4. Reinforce the bottom
with a 2x4 ledger and install a galvanized drain channel feeding 1" PVC to a mop sink. 5. Renters: build a freestanding
A-frame 4' wide × 6' tall with 45° bracing and a lined back so no wall anchors are needed.

Install Irrigation, Plant Smart, and Set a Weekly Maintenance Habit

Actionable insight: a correctly set irrigation schedule plus strategic planting and a short weekly check keeps the wall
lush with minimal fuss. Get irrigation right and the rest becomes maintenance, not crisis control.

Install and commission a drip irrigation and drainage system

Mount a top rail at desired height and run a 1/2-inch main supply to it; flush the line and temporarily cap the end,
then attach 1/4-inch drip tubing. Install 0.5–1.0 GPH emitters spaced 6–12 inches near expected root balls and secure
tubing with clips every 12 inches. Fit a pressure regulator set to 25–30 PSI, a 100‑micron inline filter, and a battery or
plug-in timer; program an initial soak of 15 minutes every other day. Build a bottom drainage channel sloped 1/8–1/4
in/ft to a mop sink, floor drain, or downspout. Commission by running a full cycle, inspect emitters, repair leaks,
replace clogged emitters, and clean the filter. In Lane County shorten cycles in wet winters, extend during dry
summers, or add a rain sensor.
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Plant strategically and commit to a 5–10 minute weekly maintenance routine

Pre-moisten a lightweight mix of 70% coco coir and 30% perlite; fill each pocket leaving a 1-inch tuck at the top. Plant
bottom-up for trailing layers or from focal plants outward; group identical species in threes. Week 1: run longer
irrigation cycles to settle media and eliminate dry pockets. Weekly (5–10 minutes): check emitter flow, wipe leaves,
pinch back 1–2 inches of new growth, and replace plants after two weeks of decline. Monthly: backflush the inline
filter and inspect drainage. Every 6–12 months top-dress medium and apply a slow-release fertilizer per label.
Troubleshoot fast: brown tips = increase misting; yellowing = cut water or improve drainage; algae = lower light or
boost airflow. Add native ferns and sheet moss; source stock from local nurseries or OSU Extension.
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Take Action Now

Consider this your official green light: pick one wall this weekend, snap three quick photos at different times of day,
and measure the space. Take that sketch to a local nursery or hardware store and ask for a short shopping list so you
can start a small test section—no fuss, no permit drama. Your living wall is a weekend project waiting to happen.

Challenge yourself: have a planted test panel or freestanding section up within one weekend. Post a before photo to
the Lane County gardeners group or check in with the OSU Extension Master Gardeners for fast feedback and
encouragement. Pick the wall, grab your phone, and make it happen—your future self (and your new mossy neighbor)
will thank you.
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