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How To Use This Book

Many of the issues discussed here relate directly to the challenges we face in south-

eastern Pennsylvania. And within our region, there are people who have actively

addressed topics such as rain and drainage problems, lawn transformation, and

campus spaces. At the end of each “Challenge” essay, you will find an At Home

Action (AHA!) page. Combine the AHA!s with the personal tips of the “Champions”

profiled in the accompanying stories and you will have the makings of a plan to adopt

similar actions to tackle your interest or issue. Not every yard is the same, nor

resources equal and, in some cases, the champion profiles represent projects that

took several years to complete. We live in an ecologically rich region that will easily

accommodate your changes and commitment to conservation. To achieve your own

conservation goals, be patient, take small steps, and of course, enjoy the journey.  

Throughout the text, we generally refer to “yards” and “backyards,” but the

principles and practices of habitat gardening are equally applicable to both smaller and

larger landscapes…from patio gardens and schoolyards to corporate campuses and

other commercial properties.

Use the spaces provided in the book to make notes or to create lists of things

that exist in your yard and things you would like to add. This “wish list” becomes the

basis for transformation. Take the book with you outside and add notes as you

observe and brainstorm ideas.

The plant lists will help focus your search for the right plants given the conditions

of your personal space. The bird, insect, and other wildlife lists are provided to

enhance the exploration of your corner of the world, your ecological address, and

the changes that occur within it.
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O
ur backyard is our private
space. It is our piece of the
world. But it is also part of a

larger landscape we share with our
community and with plants and wildlife.
The health and well being of all of us
depends on having a clean, healthy,
sustainable place to live. How we take
care of our yards and properties — the
water and other resources we use, the
fertilizer and pesticides we apply, the type
of plants and landscape features we
choose — impacts the health and quality
of our living space, as well as that of our
human and wildlife neighbors. Healthier
yards for our families mean healthier
neighborhoods for our community, and
healthier habitats for all living things.

No matter how small, our yards and
properties are becoming more and more
important as wildlife habitat. Loss,
fragmentation, and degradation of
suitable habitat are the leading causes of
population declines in birds, other
wildlife, and plants. With an average of
2.1 million acres converted to residential
use every year (Vesterby & Krupa, 2001),
our backyard habitats are critically
important pieces holding together an
increasingly fragmented landscape. Our
garden and landscaping practices directly
affect the health of that habitat for
ourselves and for the naturally occurring
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wildlife and plants that must depend on
it to a larger and larger extent. 

Our actions at home, furthermore,
are intimately connected to the health
and quality of our larger environment —
our local ecosystems, our watersheds, our
regional landscapes, and beyond.
Whether we live 10 feet or 10 miles from
the nearest stream, river, or coast, every-
thing that washes off our terrace,
driveway, lawn, or garden has the poten-
tial to make its way eventually into local
surface waters or groundwater supplies.
Consider also that many plant species
introduced as ornamentals for home
gardens have escaped cultivation,
displacing native plants and impacting
the integrity and viability of natural
ecosystems nationwide. Our stewardship
of our piece of the world has ramifica-
tions around the world — literally.

We Can Make a Difference!

Most of us, regardless of where we
live, envision a typical yard as a mowed
lawn bordered by an assortment of
shrubs, trees, and flowers that are readily
available at the local garden center or
nursery. Whether we live in the desert
southwest, temperate northeast, or
somewhere in between, such a landscape
is widespread and familiar. Less familiar
perhaps to many of us, however, is the

Audubon At Home’s

“Big 5”

• Plant native species.

• Remove exotic plant

pests.

• Conserve water.

• Protect water quality.

• Reduce pesticide use.
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price that we each pay to create and
maintain such a yard. Not only do
homeowners pay a price in time and
money when creating this “model” yard,
but we all pay in diminished water
supply, deteriorating water quality,
invasive species, and the loss of critically
needed wildlife habitat. 

In addition to the global challenges,
each region of our country has its own
environmental issues based on the evolu-
tion of its use, its human population
density, its climate, geology, and more. In
the Delaware Valley, some of these
additional issues are protection of open
spaces and white-tailed deer manage-
ment.

In every backyard and on every
property, there’s the potential to address
these challenges and create healthier
habitat in the process. By keeping in
mind these simple conservation actions
— conserve water, reduce our use of
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pesticides, plant native species —
everyone can achieve measurable
improvements in environmental health
and habitat quality. Long-term success
depends on all of us taking an active role
in conservation — in simple ways, in
everyday life, in our own backyards. 

Water Conservation is Crucial

The conservation of water, in terms
of both quantity and quality, has been
named the biggest environmental issue
we face in the 21st century (United States
Environmental Protection Agency,
2002a). What we plant and how we
landscape directly influences our outdoor
water needs — and our potential for
wasting water. Lawns require two to four
times more water than shrubs and trees
(American Water Works Association,
2001). Native plants, adapted to local
climatic and hydrologic conditions,
generally do not need the supplementary
watering that exotic ornamentals require.
Perhaps less apparent is the substantial
effect that our gardening and landscaping
choices have on the amount of water that
runs off our land instead of seeping down
through it to recharge ground water
supplies. A typical city block generates
about nine times more runoff than a
woodland of the same size (US EPA,
1996), while a half-acre suburban lot
generates approximately three times

NOTES
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We need to
recognize that
any pesticide
we apply to
our lawn or
garden may
kill beneficial
and non-pest
species, may
not stay where
we apply it,
and may
persist in the
environment
for years.

(professional or do-it-yourself applica-
tions) (Templeton, Zilberman, & Yoo,
1998). According to a recent analysis of
outdoor residential pesticide use, a sizable
number of households “apply more than
recommended doses,” “treat symptoms of
pest problems without suitable informa-
tion about the causes,” and “do not read
pesticide labels, follow the directions, or
obtain information about precautions and
proper uses against specific pests when
reading labels” (Templeton et al., 1998,
p. 420) Some consumers do not even
realize when they are using a pesticide
product. “Weed and feed” products,
which contain herbicides as well as fertil-
izers, are particular sources of confusion.
In one residential survey of lawn care
practices, 63 percent of 981 residents in
one watershed reported using “weed and
feed” products, but only 24 percent
realized that they were actually applying
herbicides (Schueler & Swann, 2000). 

Surveys indicate that the general
public recognizes that there are risks
associated with the use of pesticides.
Despite this, however, they continue to
use them because there is little familiarity
with or awareness of healthier pest
control options. Lawn pesticides should
be eliminated because this is where
wildlife, pets and even children are most
likely to be exposed. Other home and
garden pesticides should be used only as a

more runoff (Kelly, Kidwell, & Lehrer,
1998). Plant choice, landscaping
materials, and general soil health can
make an enormous difference in whether
our aquifers get recharged.

Water lost as runoff diminishes not
only the quantity of our water supply but
also its quality. Pesticides and fertilizers
that are applied to our lawns and gardens
can potentially contribute to water
quality problems. The 2000 National
Water Quality Inventory (US EPA,
2002b) reports that 39 percent of assessed
rivers and streams, 45 percent of assessed
lakes, ponds, and reservoirs, and 51
percent of assessed estuaries in the U.S.
are polluted. Urban runoff is one of the
most significant sources of water quality
impairment found in estuaries, lakes,
ponds, and reservoirs. 

Sobering Facts About Lawn and

Garden Pesticide Use 

Lawn and garden pesticide use is
widespread and growing. Homeowners
apply an estimated 78 million pounds
these pesticides, herbicides, and fungi-
cides per year to their homes, lawns, and
gardens — not including applications
made by pest control or lawn care profes-
sionals (Donaldson, Kiely, & Grube,
2002). Approximately 50 percent of all
U.S. households treat their yards with
some sort of outdoor pesticide alone
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2002). Consider eliminating all pesticides
that are used for aesthetic purposes only.

Pesticides can wash into water
sources, drift on wind into neighboring
areas, and seep into the ground. As
discussed above, commonly used lawn
and garden pesticides are routinely found
in surface and ground water throughout
the country. Many can also persist in soil
and garden litter, and can be carried into
our homes. And compounding the poten-
tial health and environmental risks of
widespread pesticide contamination are
the unknowns. First, health risks directly
associated with exposure to low-level
concentrations of pesticides are still not
clear. Second, pesticides are often found
in complex mixtures and the impact of
combinations of ingredients is rarely
studied — but could be substantial. 

Nurture Your Natives

From a conservation perspective,
long-term environmental protection
depends on restoring and maintaining
healthy, functioning, natural ecosystems.
Human development and activities have
fragmented landscapes to the detriment
of biodiversity and natural processes. In
addition, a turf monoculture has essen-
tially no value as wildlife habitat. By
planting native plants, we can help
counter the effects of this fragmentation
by restoring some of these basic

last resort, and then consciously, carefully,
and correctly, or not at all. 

We need to recognize that any pesti-
cide we apply to our lawn or garden may
kill beneficial and non-pest species, may
not stay where we apply it, and may
persist in the environment for some time.
Birds, butterflies, honeybees, lady beetles,
earthworms, and organisms higher on the
food chain are frequently the unintended
victims of lawn and garden pesticide use.
Pets and children are also exposed to
potential risk. In a recent University of
Washington study of pesticide exposure
among children living in Seattle, traces of
garden chemicals were found in 99
percent of the 110 children tested with
concentrations significantly higher in
children whose parents reported that they
used pesticides in their gardens (Lu,
Knutson, Fisker-Andersen, & Fenske,

7INTRODUCTION
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Tens of thousands of plant species

have been introduced to the U.S. over

the past centuries. They were brought,

intentionally or unintentionally, from

around the globe and have become

embedded in our culture and landscapes.

Many of these non-native plants are

valuable agricultural crops (corn, rice) or

beloved elements in our gardens (tulips,

peonies). An estimated 5,000 species,

however, have escaped cultivation and

are found growing in the wild (Morse,

Kartesz, & Kutner, 1995). A number of

these, the invasive species, are displacing

native plants and altering the structure

of our natural communities.

Invasive plants are a severe and

growing threat to our native habitats

and ecosystems. They infest approxi-

mately 100 million acres in the U.S. and

spread 14 percent per year (Babbitt,

1998). Wetlands, forests, and grasslands

are under assault — no habitat or

geographic region is immune regardless

of how remote. Community parks,

national parks, wildlife refuges,

roadsides, and backyards are being

choked — no natural area or green

space is immune regardless of size.

Some of our most destructive

invasive species (purple loosestrife,

kudzu, saltcedar) were first introduced

for landscaping purposes as ornamen-

tals, windbreaks, or for erosion control.

Despite its widespread recognition as a

serious invader of wetlands and its legal

designation as a noxious weed in over

30 states, purple loosestrife continues

to be promoted and sold in several

states. In fact, many commonly used and

readily available ornamental plants are

invasive in some regions of the country

— English ivy, oriental bittersweet,

vinca, Norway maple, and Japanese

barberry, to name a few. 

In the Delaware Valley, garlic

mustard, multiflora rose and Japanese

stiltgrass are among the most prolific

invasive plants which threaten natural

habitat by aggressively out-competing

natives. From aquatic plants to vines and

shade trees, nearly 50 plants species are

considered invasive in the Mid-Atlantic

region. 

Invasive plants are a big problem.

As gardeners, consumers, and stewards

of our piece of the world, there are a

number of things we can do:

• Learn which plants are invasive in our

area. Share the information with

neighbors, landscapers, and local

nurseries. 

• Do not buy or share invasive plants.

• Remove invasives from our property. 

• Volunteer for invasive control efforts

in our community.

See page 80 for list of invasives and

alternative native plants.

EVICT YOUR INVASIVES
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savings as well. A particularly tangible
benefit derives from the lowered mainte-
nance costs and time associated with
native plantings and natural landscapes.
Think about it — less need for mowing
(and fuel), watering, replanting of
annuals, pest control, fertilizing. 

Perhaps the greatest benefit of
planting native plants is the one most
difficult to quantify — the beauty, sense
of place, and portal to nature they offer.
Native plants can reconnect us with the
natural world everyday and in our own
backyard. Discovering their changing
textures, scents, and hues with changes in
daylight and seasons, noticing how birds
and insects visit and use them, learning
their flowering and fruiting cycles all
provide opportunities for exploration of
and reconnection with our natural world.
With increasing familiarity comes an
increasing sense of stewardship. Our
native plants are part of our unique local
natural heritage — a heritage to be
protected and preserved. In an era of
increasing landscape homogenization,
preservation and recreation of this
natural heritage can be deeply satisfying
and fulfilling.

ecosystem building blocks and the birds,
butterflies, and other wildlife they attract
and support. As the area of our native
plantings increase in size, and their struc-
ture and composition more closely mimic
that of naturally occurring native habitat,
our yard and neighborhood gardens serve
as critical pieces holding together an
increasingly fragmented landscape. An
effective long-term conservation strategy
must not only protect high quality
natural areas but also must involve
creating corridors of suitable habitat to
buffer and connect those areas. Increasing
our use of native plants in our landscapes
is an important first step towards creation
of such a matrix. 

Native plants offer further environ-
mental, as well as economic, benefits to
home and community landscapes. Since
native plants have evolved in response to
local environmental conditions, they
seldom need additional water and fertil-
izers once they are established. For the
same reason, native plants can better
resist and recover from pest infestations
and so rarely need pesticide treatment.
The dense, deep root systems of many
natives make them effective for erosion
control and filtering of contaminated
runoff. All of these environmental advan-
tages — water savings, pesticide
elimination, erosion control, pollution
prevention — translate into time and cost

9INTRODUCTION
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