EDUCATE

DEEP TROUBLE
Sean Butler shares his
tips on dealing with
unforeseen discoveries
made during the
excavation stage

As landscapers, we occasionally come across
the unexpected during excavations – buried
objects, ponds covered with garden waste,
and unwanted swimming pools that have
been filled in.
Even new build developments can create
problems for landscapers. One would expect
these blank canvases to be straightforward, but
this isn’t always the case. The image above, for
example, shows the protruding concrete ring of
an old swimming pool, found on a new-build
development – our client was not best pleased
with the builders.
How often do you discover over-spilled
concrete from foundations, a bricklayer’s sand
heap spread out and covered with a meagre
layer of topsoil, an old tarmac driveway or a
tennis court just under the lawn surface? And
how do you deal with these discoveries?
First, you have a responsibility to the client if
you’re directly employed by them, or to the
designer if it’s their project. The cost to resolve
the problem can fall on your own shoulders if
you have not taken the correct steps to protect
your liability. Before making any quick decisions,
check your quotation to clarify what has been
agreed. Your standard terms and conditions
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should have relevant clauses that help protect
your liability in this situation. If you’re a designer,
you need to go back to your brief and read
through it carefully to be confident that the
client has not already divulged any problems
that should have been allowed for. Were these
discussed with your landscape contractor?
Were you relying on a surveyor? What depth of
information was requested by you, and what
was given? Check everything before
approaching a client and be sure of your facts
– the last thing you want to do is sour a good
working relationship. While all professional
landscapers should be able to get over a
newfound problem, they should never hide
them – or be expected to.

A swimming pool found in week two
of a landscape project

occur when root growth from trees and shrubs
pushes upwards with maturation. Settlement is
downward movement of an underlying soil with
voids, and occurs when moisture and/or
vibration from movement above compresses
the voids.

Waterlogged lawn area

TELL-TALE SIGNS IN THE
GARDEN CAN OFTEN MAKE THE
POSITION OF HIDDEN OBJECTS
QUITE OBVIOUS
What should you look for?
Tell-tale signs in the garden can often make the
position of hidden objects quite obvious. Look
for settlement, heave, water retention, slight
depressions in ground level, cracking in soil and
paved areas, or waterlogging, as in the photo
to the right.
There is a difference between heave and
settlement. Heave is an upward movement of
underlying soil that has expanded due to
increased moisture content. Heave can also

Inform clients of any concerns and potential
problems that will be incurred by your discovery
– increased costs and project delays are the two
main issues. If you’re working with a designer, be
sure to inform them first so that they can make
an informed decision before speaking to the
client. Remember, every problem has a solution
– it’s just how you get there.
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