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Preface
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As I set out to write this book, I had the great fortune of visiting a diversity of wildlife gardens and landscapes that seamlessly blend home with habitat. One thing I found particularly striking during these visits was that I was almost always met with an apology. From the most tediously tended landscapes to the wilder spaces that blurred the boundary between garden and ecosystem, homeowners felt compelled to share all the ways their gardens weren’t good enough.


“I’m sorry it’s not mulched.”


“I should have weeded before you came.”


“I hope it’s okay that not everything in my garden is native.”


And yet, each of these gardens shared one thing in common—a gardener who was willing to take that first step toward stewarding a different kind of landscape, one that embraces the idea that each of us holds the power to ignite change.


We’ve created ecological imbalance in our pursuit of a garden aesthetic. But how might our gardens look and function differently if we instead viewed them through the lens of supporting wildlife and building ecological function, rather than through the lens of form and beauty that appeals only to us humans? What if we celebrated our gardens as an oasis of shelter and sustenance for wildlife who have called this land home for millennia instead of lamenting over holes in leaves and nibbled blooms? What if we came to understand that creating spaces that support wildlife simultaneously provides a multitude of benefits for people too?


Change is possible. And it starts here. Conservation is not reserved for some special group with whom the responsibility has been bestowed. Conservation starts at home. It begins in backyards and on balconies. It thrives in community gardens and in local parks and nature preserves. And it endures in every act—both big and small—that considers the bees and the butterflies, the turtles and the toads, the bats and the birds.


By exploring the practices in this book, I hope that you will feel emboldened to take that first step toward creating a more equitable and sustainable relationship with nature, a relationship built not on extraction but on stewardship. Saving the planet is the biggest and most important group project of our lives. By practicing homegrown conservation, I hope you will begin to see your role shift from landscape manager to steward of Earth and all its creatures. But remember this: while change is desperately needed, it won’t happen overnight. Give yourself grace as you learn and grow and garden.










Introduction: Ecology in the Anthropocene
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Look outside. Whether you live in a city or suburb, on a farm or on the coast, the world around you is likely scarred by the imprint of humans. The climate is warming. Forests are burning. Oceans are rising. Habitats are dwindling and those that remain are overrun with invasive species. And wildlife has been hunted to extirpation and extinction. Colonization of land throughout the last few centuries, marked by explosive population growth, has created an impact on the Earth unmatched by any other time in history. This is the Anthropocene, the current geological age defined by how human activity has transformed the planet’s climate and ecosystems.


Warm Is the New Norm


Temperatures on Earth have been in flux since the birth of the planet 4.5 billion years ago, but never in the last 10,000 years have temperatures changed so rapidly than in the most recent century and a half. Driven by increased atmospheric carbon due largely to human activities, Earth’s mean temperatures have increased around two degrees Fahrenheit (or one degree Celsius) since the late 19th century. While two degrees might not seem huge, this increase in temperature is wreaking havoc on the planet and its people.


Climate change is causing glaciers to melt at an unprecedented rate, diverting fresh water into the world’s oceans, which causes sea levels to rise and puts millions of people at risk of severe flood events and coastal erosion. The frequency and intensity of severe storms is also increasing, leading to periods of heavier rainfall and more destructive tropical storms during the rainy season and more intense periods of drought during the dry season, which increase the likelihood of catastrophic wildfires. And ocean acidification is accelerating, making it more difficult for calcium-dependent organisms like corals and mollusks to build and maintain their calcium carbonate shells and skeletons, creating impacts that ripple throughout our oceans.


Biodiversity at Risk


From bacteria and fungi to plants and wildlife, every living thing has a role to play within its native ecosystem. Soil is teeming with a diversity of microorganisms, which help to maintain the integrity of healthy plant communities the world over. Insects and other arthropods help pollinate plants, decompose dead and decaying organic matter, and sustain essential predator-prey relationships in ecosystems everywhere. Herbivores consume massive volumes of plants each day and redistribute nutrients and energy throughout food chains as they are subsequently eaten by predators. Trees throughout the world’s forests absorb billions of metric tons of carbon dioxide each year while providing oxygen for life on Earth. And reefs and mangroves form protective barriers that help slow the movement of waves hitting coastlines, protecting coastal communities from erosion.


Every living thing and the habitats they need to thrive are woven together in a grand tapestry of life on Earth. Pulling just one thread is enough to unravel it all. And yet, all around us, threads are being tugged and torn. Climate change; habitat destruction and fragmentation; conversion of land for agriculture, urbanization and development; invasive species; overconsumption and exploitation of resources; and pollution are threatening the world’s biodiversity.








Climate Change





Climate change refers to the long-term alteration of Earth’s average temperatures and weather patterns. Since the 1800s, climate change has been primarily driven by human activities, including the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation, and industrialization, all of which release greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and methane into the atmosphere. These gases trap heat from the sun and lead to a gradual warming of the planet, creating far-reaching consequences for nearly all life on Earth.








Biodiversity, which refers to the variety of life in the world or in a particular habitat, fosters ecosystem stability, resilience, and productivity. It also supports essential ecosystem services like pollination, purification of air and water, erosion and flood control, carbon sequestration, and climate regulation. In many ways, a biodiverse ecosystem is like a well-stocked toolbox: if you break or lose one tool, you have many others that can help get the job done. But having only a hammer won’t suffice when you’re building an entire house. Just as a well-equipped toolbox provides backup options for various tasks, a diverse ecosystem with many species ensures that vital ecological functions can continue even if disturbance or the loss of a species impacts part of the system. But with each passing year, we lose more tools in our toolbox.


Plants are disappearing at an alarming rate, with some scientists estimating that the rate of plant extinction is up to 500 times faster today than what would be expected to naturally occur if not for human factors, putting as much as 40 percent of the world’s plant species at risk of extinction (Humphreys et al., 2019). The outlook for mammals is equally dim. Around 27 percent of wild mammals are threatened, and looking at the distributed biomass of mammals in the world, it’s no wonder why. Wild mammals make up just three percent of mammalian biomass on the planet, with humans and livestock accounting for 35 percent and 62 percent respectively, no doubt a sign of the western world’s firm grip on meat-heavy diets (Greenspoon et al., 2023). Sadly, plants and mammals aren’t the only ones at risk.
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Healthy forests absorb billions of metric tons of carbon dioxide each year.
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Amur honeysuckle, a common invasive shrub in North America, spreads aggressively, outcompetes native plants, and threatens wildlife habitat.






With nearly one million described species and millions more yet to be discovered, insects are the largest and most abundant group of animals. From bees and butterflies to beetles and ants, insects provide ecosystem services unmatched by other animal groups. Unfortunately, insects around the world are dwindling. Around 40 percent of insect species are in decline and one third are endangered (Sánchez-Bayo & Wyckhuys, 2019). Because insects create important links in nearly all food webs on Earth, the loss of these six-legged animals has devastating impacts for wildlife everywhere, including the birds, reptiles, and amphibians that depend on them for survival.




[image: Image]

Decline of wild blue lupine has resulted in the decline of the specialist species that depend on the plant for survival, like the federally endangered Karner blue butterfly.








[image: Image]

Due to commercial hunting and habitat modification, beaver populations in North America dropped to near extinction by the mid-1800s.
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Monarch butterflies were added to the IUCN’s Red List of threatened species in 2022.
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The introduction of non-native and invasive species, like this Chinese praying mantis, disrupts ecosystems and may lead to increased predation of vulnerable species.






According to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), more than 42,100 species are threatened with extinction, including 41 percent of assessed amphibian species, 21 percent of assessed reptile species, and 13 percent of assessed bird species. Climate change has packed a particularly bad punch for life beneath the sea, with one report noting that marine wildlife has declined nearly 50 percent since 1970. Species that are used for human consumption have fared even worse, with estimates suggesting we’ve lost as much as 74 percent of tuna and mackerel in our oceans due to overfishing.


Unfortunately, the impacts of environmental issues are not confined to wildlife alone. In many areas of the world, socioeconomically disadvantaged communities are disproportionately impacted by climate-related events due to lack of resources that allow them to adapt and recover from environmental disasters, such as hurricanes, floods, and wildfires. Insufficient infrastructure, inadequate housing, and lack of financial resources make it difficult for residents to prepare for, respond to, and rebuild after such events, leaving them even more vulnerable to the long-term consequences of climate change. Simply put, climate change is as much a people issue as it is a nature issue.


A Call for Help


The good news is, we started with the bad news. If this grim outlook has you feeling down, know this: by creating climate- and wildlife-friendly home landscapes, you can bolster biodiversity while reducing the impacts of climate change in your own community. Rest assured we’re not talking about returning Earth to the way it was before humans began to radically alter the landscape—we simply cannot revert to some previously saved version of the planet as if it were a computer file. Conservation and restoration are not so easy. In fact, understanding the best approach to conservation—especially in a rapidly changing world—is quite complicated. Scientists and researchers are working every day to address the twin crises of climate change and biodiversity loss. But closer to home, there is work to be done too.
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Gray tree frog






We may never return Earth to a version unaltered by people—and we shouldn’t have to. People are part of nature. We’ve altered the landscape in unimaginable ways, we’ve left deep imprints on most parts of this Earth, and we’ve created systems based on consumerism and extraction. But we are nature, and we are not the sole species to create such everlasting change on the land. As the dominant species, however, we have not only an opportunity but the responsibility to steward Earth and its creatures with care, to find balance in how we live upon the planet, and to move from extractive to regenerative systems that support both people and wildlife. And we can start in our own gardens.
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Planting native plants in our home landscapes is a great way to start restoring ecosystem function to our communities.
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Chapter 1 Understand Your Land
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When it comes to gardening for wildlife, the dominant narrative has largely focused on restoring native plants to the landscape. Planting native is essential, yes. But creating an oasis for nature and wildlife requires a more holistic approach, one that considers the bigger picture of your landscape. You might be tempted to run out and purchase every beautiful native bloom that you see at your local garden center, promising yourself or your partner that you’ll find a spot for it. But it’s a good idea to have a plan before jumping in with both feet. Creating that plan will require a basic understanding of what you’re working with.


Survey Your Space


The traditional home landscape is a place of control. We’ve tamed these spaces to make them more comfortable and accommodating for us. In doing so, we’ve made them uncomfortable and unaccommodating for most anything else. Plants are placed neatly in rows behind perfectly edged borders. Lush green lawns greet visitors and passersby. Leaves and dead stems are swiftly removed from garden beds. And poisons are poured generously throughout to ensure that the undesirables don’t make themselves too comfortable.


For centuries, gardeners have sought to bend the land to their will, to force the land to grow things for their own personal tastes. But gardening for wildlife means loosening the reins of control and growing for reasons beyond aesthetics alone. This requires paying attention to your climate, topography, and soil type, as well as identifying the microclimates and areas of sunlight and shade in your landscape. It also means learning about your existing plant communities and uncovering what species of wildlife share the land where you live. Understanding these characteristics will help you to grow with the land and reduce harmful inputs and measures of control.


Climate and Ecoregions


Since 1927, gardeners in the United States have relied on plant hardiness zones to determine which species of plants can thrive in specific regions of the country. These hardiness maps rely on a limited view of plant characteristics determined largely by climate and temperature survivability of plants. This means that areas of Ohio are in the same hardiness zone as areas of California. But many plants that are native to California are not likely to be found growing naturally in Ohio.


While hardiness zones can help us determine whether a plant can survive the climatic conditions of our gardens, they don’t tell us whether those plants support wildlife or ecosystem services. That’s where ecoregions can help. An ecoregion is a geographically defined area of land or water that shares similar environmental conditions and distinct ecosystems with a characteristic makeup of plants and wildlife. Species can span multiple ecoregions, but plants and wildlife adapted for one may not thrive within the conditions of another. A quick internet search can help you determine your ecoregion, which will in turn help you uncover which plants are best suited for your garden and which will support biodiversity.
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Swallowtail butterfly on bergamot
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USDA Plant Hardiness Zones
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Level III North American Ecoregions






Topography


Topography, which refers to the shape of the land, influences a variety of landscape characteristics, including the health of your soil. Areas with high elevation tend to have well-draining soils (sometimes too well), while low-lying areas may have poorly drained soils that are susceptible to waterlogging. The slope of the land can also influence soil erosion and the types of plants that will thrive in a given area. Slopes are more vulnerable to erosion, which creates thinner soils over time as the surface of the land is washed away in heavy rains. Planting deep-rooted plants in these areas can help to stabilize soil and prevent erosion. Low-lying areas that are prone to drainage issues, on the other hand, may benefit from water-loving plants that can soak up a lot of moisture, reducing the amount of standing water in your yard after heavy rainfall events.
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Planting deep-rooted native plants on steep slopes can help to prevent soil erosion while eliminating the need to mow steep areas of your yard.
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Low-lying areas are prone to long periods of waterlogging.







Soil Type


Just as people have food preferences, different plants have different nutrient and moisture requirements. While some plants prefer sandy, well-draining soils, others are adapted to clay soils that stay wetter for longer during the growing season. Plants uptake nutrients by way of water from the soil, making soil type an important factor in determining what plants will grow well in your wildlife garden and ensuring that you’re planting the right species in the right place. Here’s a primer on the four main types of soil you might find in your garden.


Sandy Soil


Sandy soil is characterized by its coarse gritty texture. It has larger particles, resulting in well-draining soil—but depending on what you’re hoping to grow, its ability to drain water may come as a disadvantage. Sandy soil can dry out quickly, removing vital nutrients that your plants need to thrive. If you have sandy soil, adding organic matter like compost can improve the soil structure and enhance its ability to retain water and nutrients.


Silt Soil


Unlike sandy soil, silt soil is characterized by fine-textured, smooth particles. Its particles are smaller than sand but larger than clay, making silt soil feel silky or powdery when dry and slippery when wet. Silt soil is naturally fertile and warms up quickly in the spring, making it suitable for a wide range of plants. But while it offers good moisture retention, it can compact easily. To prevent compaction, avoid tilling and heavy foot traffic when wet.


Clay Soil


Clay soil has the smallest particles among the four soil types, leading to a dense and heavy texture. It retains moisture well and tends to drain slowly. Clay can become easily compacted and hard when dry, and waterlogged when wet. Though it’s highly fertile and rich in nutrients, clay soil can be difficult to work with. Amend with organic matter and avoid working it when wet to improve its structure.


Loam Soil


Loam soil is regarded by many gardeners as the ideal gardening soil because it boasts a balanced mix of sand, silt, and clay. It offers good moisture retention, drainage, and nutrient-holding capacity, and because of its loose and crumbly structure, it provides an excellent environment for plant roots to grow.
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Sandy soil
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Clay soil
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Loam soil
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Silt soil








What’s Your Type?


Need help determining the makeup of your soil? This activity provides a simple way to determine what type of soil you have in your garden. Different areas of your yard may contain different soil types, so it’s a good idea to check a variety of places where you plan to plant.
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A soil probe allows you to take a core sample of soil with minimal disturbance to the surrounding area.






Materials


A clear, quart-size glass jar with a lid


Soil sample from your garden


Water


A ruler or measuring tape


Procedure


1. COLLECT A SOIL SAMPLE Choose an area of your landscape where you’d like to test the soil. Using a shovel, dig a hole about 6 to 8 inches deep to collect a representative soil sample. You can also use a soil probe to collect your sample.


2. PREPARE THE SOIL Remove any grass, leaves, rocks, or other debris from the soil sample. Break the soil into small pieces and crumble it or use a sieve or colander to ensure that it’s free of clumps or rocks.


3. FILL THE JAR Fill your glass jar about one-third full with your soil sample.


4. ADD WATER Add water to the jar until it’s nearly full, leaving just enough space for the lid.


5. SEAL AND SHAKE Secure the lid tightly on the jar, then shake vigorously for a few minutes to ensure that the soil and water are well mixed.


6. SETTLE Place the jar on a level surface and let it sit undisturbed for two to three days. As the soil particles settle, they will separate into layers based on size and weight. These layers will indicate your soil type.


7. OBSERVE THE LAYERS After the settling period, you should see different layers in the jar. The bottom layer will be the heaviest sand particles, followed by a middle layer of silt, and a top layer of clay. Above the layers, you may see a layer of organic matter and some debris.


8. MEASURE THE LAYERS AND CALCULATE SOIL COMPOSITION Use a ruler or measuring tape to measure the thickness of each layer. Calculate the percentage of each soil type in your sample by dividing the thickness of each layer by the total thickness of all layers and multiply by 100. For example:


(Thickness of sand layer/total thickness) × 100 = percentage of sand


(Thickness of silt layer/total thickness) × 100 = percentage of silt


(Thickness of clay layer/total thickness) × 100 = percentage of clay


9. INTERPRET RESULTS If the layers are relatively equal in thickness, you have loam soil. If one layer is dominant, your soil is predominantly composed of that type of soil, for example, mostly clay or mostly sand.
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The jar test is an easy and inexpensive way to determine the general composition of your soil at home.










Test Your Soil


Knowing your soil type is only the beginning of understanding the overall health of your soil. It’s also important to understand its nutrient makeup and pH, which will help you in making informed decisions about fertilization and amendments needed for plant health. The essential nutrients that plants take up from the soil through their roots can be broadly categorized into macronutrients and micronutrients. Macronutrients, which include nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium (denoted as NPK in fertilizer mixes), are consumed in large quantities and play a crucial role in functions like photosynthesis, energy transfer, and root development. Many soils lack macronutrients, requiring soil amendments or fertilization to ensure optimal plant growth. A number of micronutrients, like iron, zinc, and manganese, are also required in smaller amounts for enzyme activities and overall plant health.
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Having your soil professionally tested will offer expert results that can help you determine the health of your soil.






Soil pH is a measure of the acidity or alkalinity of soil. A soil’s pH level influences the solubility of essential nutrients, which determines a plant’s ability to access them. For example, in acidic soils, elements like aluminum and manganese become more available and potentially toxic to plants, while plants in alkaline soils may struggle to access nutrients like iron and phosphorus. Optimal pH levels also create a balanced environment for microbial activity, which is essential for nutrient cycling and the conversion of organic matter into forms that plants can readily absorb. The pH range is 0 (extremely acidic) to 14 (extremely alkaline) with 7.0 being neutral. The pH of most soils ranges from 3.5 to 10.0, and many plants in your home garden will thrive in soils with a pH of 6.0 to 7.0, though some will thrive in more acidic or more alkaline environments. For instance, blueberries, rhododendrons, and conifers prefer acidic soils with a range of 5.0 to 5.5.


To understand the nutrients and pH of your soil, you can perform a soil test. Soil testing kits are available at many garden centers and online retailers, or you can reach out to your county extension office or soil and water conservation district to inquire about soil testing services in your area. Follow the provided instructions for collecting, preparing, and sending your sample. Once you receive the results, you can adjust the soil pH and nutrient levels as needed by amending with compost or other organic materials.


Microclimates


Microclimates are small areas within your yard that have unique environmental conditions, such as temperature, sunlight, and wind exposure. Each microclimate supports its own distinct organisms, and observing how wildlife interact with these areas can be helpful in determining how to attract a variety of species to your garden. Birdbaths, for instance, should be placed in shadier spots in the yard to keep water cooler and fresher for longer, while nesting boxes should be placed facing northeast so that they avoid strong southerly sunlight and wet winds. To identify the unique microclimates in your yard, start by observing the areas that receive the most sun and shade throughout the day. Pay attention to where wind is the strongest or weakest, as well as areas where water tends to accumulate or drain quickly. A sunny, south-facing ridge, for example, may be warmer and drier than an area beneath a stand of evergreen trees that is noticeably cooler and moister.


Sunlight and Shade


When it comes to plants, some like it hot and sunny, while others thrive in cooler and shadier spots. Plants that require full sun simply cannot thrive in areas of your garden that remain shaded throughout the day. On the other hand, placing a shade-loving plant in a sunny area can lead to plants drying out and overheating as soils lose moisture more quickly. Animals have similar preferences. Insects, spiders, reptiles, and amphibians, for instance, are ectothermic, relying on ambient temperatures to regulate their body temperature. Creating spots where they can bask in the warm sunlight can support these garden residents.
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Pond Placement





If you’re planning to build a pond as part of your wildlife garden, selecting the right site is critical. Ponds should be constructed in an area that receives at least some sunlight throughout the day. Ponds in heavily shaded areas may not get enough sunlight for aquatic plants to photosynthesize, suffocating the water of oxygen, which aquatic organisms need to thrive. On the other hand, placing small ponds in full sunlight can cause algae to grow out of control. Also consider the pond’s depth and size. Larger and deeper ponds will be better at regulating temperature, where smaller, shallower ponds will heat up and cool down more quickly, causing potential problems for water-loving wildlife. Play it safe by choosing an area that receives dappled or indirect sunlight for this water feature.








The amount of sunlight your garden receives is primarily influenced by its orientation, or the direction it faces, in relation to the path of the sun as it moves across the sky. This variation in sun exposure is a result of the Earth’s rotation and the angle of the sun’s rays throughout the day. South-facing gardens receive the most direct sunlight during the day, making them particularly suitable for growing a wide variety of sun-loving plants. These are ideal for vegetable gardens and pollinator patches as they provide ample warmth and light so long as they aren’t shaded by large trees. East-facing gardens receive gentle morning sun and provide an excellent spot for plants that benefit from milder light and cooler temperatures. Shade-tolerant flowers, like geraniums and columbines, as well as vegetables like lettuces and brassicas, thrive in east-facing gardens. West-facing gardens enjoy the warmth of the afternoon sun, but this sunlight can be intense, making them ideal for sun-loving prairie gardens or pollinator patches. It’s essential to monitor these areas, however, as the heat may become excessive during hot summer afternoons, which can stress some plants. North-facing gardens receive the least direct sunlight, especially if tucked tightly against your home or on a slope. This limited exposure makes it challenging to grow sun-hungry plants, but it’s perfect for shade-tolerant species like native ferns.
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Understanding how the sun moves across your landscape is essential in determining where plants will thrive and how wildlife may use different areas of your yard.






Not sure how much sun your landscape receives? Sketch a rough map of your yard and observe the sunlight exposure at various points of the day, mapping areas of sun and shade. Make your observations during the height of the growing season like midsummer. Choose a few ideal times to observe your yard like 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m., and 6 p.m. If you’re not keen to sketch, take a photo instead. Once you’ve mapped your yard at various points throughout the day, you’ll be able to determine which areas receive full sun, partial sun, and shade. Areas that receive at least six hours of sunlight are perfect for full sun plants. Partial sun plants can be planted in areas of your landscape that receive four to six hours, while shade plants can be nestled in those that receive four or fewer hours of sunlight.


Plant Communities


If you’ve not yet taken the time to identify the plants growing in your landscape, now is a great time to start. Plants create the foundation for supporting wildlife. If you have a lot of existing wildflowers and native grasses in your garden, you are likely already attracting a diversity of pollinators. On the other hand, if nut-bearing trees and fruit-bearing shrubs make up the majority of plant life in your landscape, you might see a lot of birds and small mammals, like chipmunks and squirrels. Identifying the plants in your yard will also help you determine which plants should stay and which should go. You might be surprised to learn that some common ornamental plants, like Japanese barberry and burning bush, are invasive in some regions and can spread to nearby natural areas, outcompeting native vegetation and disrupting the ecosystem. Invasive plants should be removed and replaced with native plants that support wildlife without the threat of disrupting nature.
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This north-facing garden receives little sunlight throughout the day but provides an ideal spot for native woodland plants like ferns and trilliums.
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iNaturalist is a great tool for identifying the various plants and animals you observe in your landscape.






Not feeling great about your plant identification skills? Thanks to modern technology, plant ID is a breeze. Many phone apps can help you get started with identifying the plants in your yard, and some phones even have plant and animal identification capabilities included in the native camera app. Simply snap a photo and let your phone do the rest. If you’re still coming up short, try iNaturalist. This science app relies on community-driven identification of plants and animals. With a few decent photos of the leaves, stems, or flowers of a plant, you’re almost sure to find someone who can help you pinpoint those tough-to-ID species.












[image: Image]

Nature journaling is a great way to uncover how your landscape changes over time while making note of your wildlife visitors.






Start a Nature Journal





One of the best ways to learn about nature in your own yard is to begin nature journaling. Nature journaling involves keeping a record of the plants, animals, and interactions you observe in your landscape through notes and sketches. By taking time to record these observations, you might begin to notice new patterns and connections that you previously missed. For example, you may learn that bees and other pollinators visit the wild violets that pop up in your lawn each spring. This observation might lead you to forgo mowing during certain times of the year to allow the bees to forage safely. Nature journaling can also help you track the progress of your wildlife garden over time so you can see how things change and evolve as you transform your landscape for nature.








Wildlife


Throughout the year, spend time walking around your landscape and looking—or listening—for evidence of wildlife. Perhaps you see a lot of birds visiting your feeders during their spring and fall migration. Or maybe you hear owls making midnight calls on spring nights or the screech of red-tailed hawks during summer afternoons. You might notice tracks in freshly fallen snow, which creates the perfect canvas for the pawprints of foxes, raccoons, and coyote. Or the calls of frogs or crickets may sing you to sleep each night. By understanding how wild animals are using your yard, you can select plants and landscape features that are most likely to support them, while avoiding those that may be harmful.
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Fox print in freshly fallen snow
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Bird feeder cameras are a great way to get up close and personal with the feathered wildlife you’re attracting.
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Installing a trail camera in your garden can help uncover the wildlife species visiting your yard at all hours of the day.
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A white-tailed deer, skunk, and raccoon all captured on camera.






Install a Wildlife Trail Camera


From trail cameras that capture elusive nocturnal creatures like skunks and opossums to bird feeder cameras that closely monitor the birds (and, let’s be honest, squirrels), wildlife cameras provide a unique look at who’s visiting your garden. You can even install a nesting box with built-in cameras that provide a bird’s eye view of activities inside. Recording the behaviors, feeding patterns, and interactions of wildlife will provide valuable insights into the abundance and diversity of species visiting your landscape each day. What’s more, you can begin tracking how wildlife visitation shifts over time as you restore ecosystem function to your yard.


When choosing a camera, start by considering what features will be most useful to you. Do you want a camera that can take both photos and video? Is the ability to capture nighttime visitors important? Would you prefer a camera with wi-fi functionality, allowing you to view and download wildlife captures from your phone? Also be sure to consider charging capabilities. Some cameras offer built-in solar panels, harnessing the sun’s power to reduce (or eliminate) the need for recharging. Other cameras rely on batteries, which will need to be replaced every so often. Once you decide on the perfect model, position your camera in an area of your landscape where you suspect you’ll see a lot of activity, like a water feature or on a tree next to a known wildlife path. Don’t be afraid to experiment with placement, moving the camera periodically to uncover new insights about your visitors.
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