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Foreword


We are immersed in nature. It’s all around us. Utah, with its tremendous ecological diversity, offers fantastic opportunities to explore nature in major biomes ranging from deserts to wetlands and along elevational gradients from mid-elevation forests to high-elevation alpine zones. The specialized flora and fauna of these varied ecosystems inspire discovery in the wild places of our state. We tend to consider the nature around us every day—the nature where we live—less often. Most of Utah’s human populations live in urban centers, but even in developed landscapes, nature is there—often in surprising ways.


The Natural History Museum of Utah illuminates the natural world and the place of humans within it. We recognize that not only are we immersed in nature, but we are part of it. We find beauty in Utah’s natural environments—in the brightly colored spring blooms of a desert plant, the camouflaging white winter coat of a forest-dwelling ermine, and the agile flight of a patrolling wetlands dragonfly. But we also find wonder in the state’s built and managed environments—the unassuming land snails in our gardens, the industrious squirrels in our city parks, and the inquisitive magpies just about everywhere.


With this urban nature guide, inspired by the “Nature All Around Us” exhibit developed at the museum, we hope to nurture your curiosity about our natural world and stimulate exploration and discovery of life in all its forms and all its places. Focusing on the habitats and biodiversity found in Utah’s urban environments, this guide offers helpful biological information about many of the plant and animal species often encountered in cities and towns along the Wasatch Front—how to identify these species and where and when they are likely to be seen. Within each species account are stories that we hope will help illustrate the plant’s or animal’s connection to humans and illuminate our place within the natural world.


The Natural History Museum of Utah is all about science. Many of the species included in this guide are also represented in the museum’s natural history research collections—preserved specimens that document where and when these species occurred in Utah. With the museum’s emphasis on investigating and sustaining biodiversity, our researchers—often and increasingly with help from citizen scientists—study how plant and animal species have moved from place to place and how their populations have changed through time. These investigations yield important insight into how environmental change affects biodiversity and may help predict the effects of future change.


So get out there! Explore, observe, and discover the nature that’s around you every day. There are mysteries awaiting you in your own backyard, and each species you see has a captivatingly unique story of adaptation and survival.


Jason R. Cryan, PhD


Executive Director, Natural History Museum of Utah
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There’s no line where nature stops and cities begin. Whether hiking a trail in the foothills or strolling down your street, you can meet dozens of species of wild plants and animals in cities along the Wasatch Front.
















Introduction





It may seem counterintuitive to think of nature as being a part of a city, but we share the places we live with an abundance of wild plants and animals. This book is a guide to the nature thriving right under our noses in cities and suburbs along the Wasatch Front. If you know how to look, you can discover an astonishing number and variety of wild plants and animals living in your neighborhood. With each wild neighbor you meet, your neighborhood will become a little richer.


A few years ago, we asked visitors at the Natural History Museum of Utah where they experienced nature in their lives. We were starting work on an exhibit called “Nature All Around Us”—the inspiration for this book—and wanted to know how people in our community thought about nature. Not surprisingly, the vast majority of those we talked with mentioned canyons, mountains, and national parks—the traditional places that spring to mind when we think of nature. Along the Wasatch Front, canyons and mountains are a short drive—or even a short walk—from home for many people, so it’s easy to understand how we can overlook the nature that’s all around us every day where we live, work, and play.


Some people said that, by definition, nature and cities cannot coexist. This book, however, presents a different way to think about the relationship between cities and nature—not as separate, but as inseparable parts of an interconnected system. The exciting thing about this perspective is that it can help you connect with nature in your everyday life. It means you don’t have to travel far from home to spend time in nature.


Another idea we heard is that nature in cities isn’t “real” nature, because it’s influenced by humans. The nature you’ll encounter in Wasatch Front neighborhoods is a rambunctious mix of species—some that have lived here for a long time and many newcomers—interacting with humans and the places we shape. As plants and animals from around the globe meet and adapt to the challenges and opportunities of city life, experiments in ecology and evolution are unfolding all around us. And isn’t that what nature is all about?


All ecosystems are constantly changing, but ecosystems in and around cities are particularly dynamic. In an era of rapid global environmental change, these ecosystems may hold important lessons about how we can help nature adapt to change and allow it to thrive—in cities and many other places. Throughout this book, you’ll find references to citizen science projects across the Wasatch Front that could use your help. Gathering data will help us better understand the ecosystems in and around cities, manage our role in them, and plan for our changing future.


The book begins with nine short essays written by local professionals and thoughtful writers whose work involves understanding the relationship between humans and nature. The essays explore how nature and cities shape each other and how we might welcome more nature and the many vital services it provides to our cities. You’ll find Utah stories about novel ecosystems, backyard habitats, creatures that thrive in cities, the power of trees, our relationship with water, and the power of community.
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Nature and cities are intimately intertwined. You can often find nature thriving and providing valuable services even in unexpected places.
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Once you start looking, you may find hundreds of wild plants and animals, like this adorable jumping spider, hanging out in your neighborhood.
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Perfectly at home in cities, pigeons are among the surprising number of animals and plants that thrive alongside humans.






The middle section of the book is a field guide featuring 127 species you’re likely to encounter in your neighborhood or on a visit to a nearby park or open space. You’ve probably seen many of them, but you may not have had a proper introduction. The field guide will help you get to know the wild plants, animals, fungi, and street trees in your community, with tips for identifying them, descriptions of their amazing adaptions, and examples of our interconnected stories.


The final section of the book is a guide to twenty-one field trips for exploring nature in or on the edge of Wasatch Front cities and suburbs. Some of these sites offer opportunities to glimpse unusual species or tremendous biodiversity. Some are great places to explore the connections between human and natural history. All of them will enable you to practice your naturalist skills and meet more of the species featured in this book. At least one of these field trip locations between Ogden and Provo will be close to most Wasatch Front readers. Of course, the field trips represent just a fraction of the options available for nearby nature adventures—our list of potential field trips was more than double what we could include in this book.


This book would not have been possible without contributions of time and expertise from dozens of people—museum staff, expert naturalists, scientists working at a variety of organizations, local land managers, historians, graduate students, photographers, and more. Like the “Nature All Around Us” exhibit that inspired it, the book reflects the knowledge and generosity of our community. You can read more about the people who contributed near the back of the book. Our deepest thanks to them all.


Hidden worlds await discovery outside your door. Just one street, yard, or planter box can yield new wonders that change with the cycles of the day and the seasons. Be curious, look closely, and get to know your wild neighbors.


What’s in a Name?


Scientists in different fields use different standards for capitalizing the common names for the species they study. To be consistent and make the book more conversational, we lowercase common names, except when they include place names and proper nouns—for example, house finch, California gull, and Woodhouse’s scrub-jay.


Some species have many English common names. In most cases, we use the common name listed on the iNaturalist app. This free app is a great tool for identifying plants, animals, and fungi—you might want to use it as you develop or hone your skills as a neighborhood naturalist.


Scientific names in the book follow the usual rules: they are italicized, with the genus capitalized and the species name lowercase. The scientific name of the California gull, for example, is Larus californicus.
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Playing in nature is vital for children’s physical and emotional development. Cities can provide places where kids can discover nature.
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A great horned owl roosting on a power pole in Utah County may seem like a strange juxtaposition, but the abundance of rodents scurrying across open lawns in cities are easy pickings for adaptable owls.
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The Galena Soo’nkahni Preserve on the Jordan River is one of dozens of open spaces in or near cities along the Wasatch Front where you can explore nearby nature.
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The Nature of cities






Embracing New Nature


Emma Marris


I step out my back door, coffee in hand, and my bird feeder explodes.


Three Eurasian collared-doves (Streptopelia decaocto) had been breakfasting on my platform feeder, and I have flushed them. They take off with their usual dramatic ruckus of furious wingbeats and cries—a loud, raspy “hwaah! hwaah!”—practically making me spill my coffee. They fly a few feet away, and I sit down to enjoy the moment, knowing that in no time, they’ll likely start their constant song—a mournful, owly “koo-KOO-kook.” It is one of the most distinctive motifs in my backyard soundtrack.


Eurasian collared-doves are loud and obvious. They’ll happily eat all your birdseed. They look like slimmer, creamier pigeons wearing black necklaces. And as their name suggests, they aren’t native to the United States. Once found only in India, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar, they have spread across Europe and North America. For all these reasons, many people dislike them, but I can’t help but admire them.


As goofy and loud as they are, they have been incredibly successful as a species. After being introduced to the Bahamas as pets in the 1970s, some of the birds got loose and hopped over to Florida in the 1980s. They were first seen in Utah in Orem in 1997. Today, they are common all along the Wasatch Front.


Researchers believe bird feeders like mine have helped Eurasian collared-doves spread. They really are a feature of humanized landscapes. So are these doves simply a kind of outdoor pet, kept collectively by all the people with bird feeders, or do they interact with other species in a more ecological way?


One study in Spain provides some clues. Introduced Eurasian collared-doves are a significant prey item for northern goshawks (Accipiter gentilis), which are native to Spain. The doves help make it possible for the raptors to thrive in a mixture of farmland and nonnative plantation forests of eucalyptus from Australia. The hawks nest in the Australian trees, but they hunt in the Spanish farmland areas where the doves chow down on grain.
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Eurasian collared-doves are part of the novel ecosystems composed of plants and animals from around the globe that humans have helped create in cities and suburbs along the Wasatch Front.
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Recently arrived species and longtime resident species mingle in the Wasatch foothills.






A Changing World


Such mixed up ecologies are increasingly common in our changing world. Researchers in the Spanish study helpfully define these “novel ecosystems” as “ecosystems created deliberately or inadvertently by human activity that show a species composition and abundance previously unknown in that area . . . [that] do not depend on continued human intervention for their maintenance.”


A tidy garden isn’t quite a novel ecosystem because a human plants, weeds, and manages it. But an overgrown alley or empty lot might be one. Many novel ecosystems are old farm fields or plantation forests—like the eucalyptus forests in Spain. Their two key characteristics are that they have a new mix of species and they are at least semi-wild. Scientists estimate that some 36 percent of Earth’s surface is covered in land that is not used directly by people but is embedded within a zone of human use, such as a city or an agricultural area. These places include abandoned farmlands, unmanaged timber plantations, and steep, rocky, or boggy areas that are difficult for humans to use. Many of them could be defined as novel ecosystems.


Novel ecosystems include both native species and introduced species. Many of us have learned to be pretty negative about introduced species, especially those deemed “invasive.” Introduced species can be significant agricultural and timberland pests. It is also true that some nonnative animals—particularly predators such as rats and domestic cats—can cause big, unwanted changes, especially on islands. If you dig into the data on invasive species, nonnative animal predators on islands are by far the most likely to cause an extinction of a native species. Nevertheless, these animals, which are sometimes culled by conservationists to protect vulnerable native species, should not be blamed for the environmental disruption they cause. They should always be treated as humanely as possible. After all, it is usually humans who relocate them.
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Puncturevine is notorious for its sharp seed capsules that pop bicycle tires and hurt puppy paws. This introduced species has been targeted for removal along urban trails in the Wasatch Front.
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The common pill woodlouse is one of the many introduced species that have settled into new habitats without causing disruptions.
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Fire ants are following a common pattern for species introduced to new habitats. Populations grew rapidly when they first arrived in the southern United States before declining sharply.






Plants and animals introduced to continents have caused very few species extinctions. A search of the International Union to Conserve Nature’s Red List of Threatened Species for 2022 shows that 265 species have gone extinct in recorded memory in the United States. Of these, 132 species were in Hawaii—demonstrating the very different dynamics and the much greater extinction risk on islands. Of the mainland extinctions, the Red List indicates that thirteen of these extinctions have been affected by invasive species, but it shows introduced species as the primary cause of just a single extinction. The other twelve species faced a variety of additional threats as well, including habitat loss and pollution.


Introduced species are definitely very abundant in specific places, and they can absolutely cause local declines in native species, either through predation or competition. It’s easy to understand why the manager of a specific park or reserve would want to control or eradicate very successful introduced species, especially if the goal is to showcase the area’s native flora and fauna.


On larger landscape scales, the initial population boom of a new introduced species often settles down after a century or two and the plant or animal becomes less abundant. Other species learn to hunt or eat it. It becomes woven into the ecosystem—naturalized, in botanist’s parlance. For example, you may recall hearing about hordes of fire ants invading the southern United States. Newspapers wrote exciting stories when these insects arrived in large numbers, but no one bothered to update the story years later, when the fire ant population numbers fell to a tenth of their initial estimates and native ant populations bounced back.


Even though Eurasian collared-doves have spread across the country quickly and have become very common, little evidence suggests that they are causing any environmental havoc. The Centre for Agriculture and Bioscience International, which maintains a compendium of invasive species, does classify the Eurasian collared-dove as an invasive species but says that, although some believe that they may be competing with other bird species, such as the European turtle dove (Streptopelia turtur) and native North American doves such as the mourning dove (Zenaida macroura), negative effects have yet to be explicitly demonstrated. Like many native species, Eurasian collared-doves carry West Nile virus and the disease-causing parasite Trichomonas gallinae. But I cannot find any evidence that this bird is a serious existential threat to any native species.


Learning to Love the New


I feel free to enjoy these noisy feeder hogs as they flap around and sing their melancholy song. I remind myself that they have no idea they are “invasive.” From their perspective, my backyard is home.


When professional restoration ecologists use the term “novel ecosystem,” it usually also implies that the changes to the affected area are significant enough that there’s no realistic prospect of restoring it to its “native” state. Perhaps the climate is warmer now, or the nutrient profile of the soil has changed, or some of the introduced species are so firmly ensconced that it would be impossible to remove them. In cities, this sort of situation is pretty common. The urban heat island effect, for example, can magnify anthropogenic (human-caused) climate change, making places significantly hotter than they were before a city was built around them. Development can also change the soil. Many urban ecosystems are growing in construction rubble or fill soil brought in from outside the city. Often this soil is heavily compacted by runoff from adjacent pavement or by vehicle and foot traffic. Road salt used to melt snow and ice can even change the pH of the soil. These factors, along with the constant influx of nonnative seeds and animals, mean that maintaining a purely native restoration project inside a city is going to be hard work.


Botanist Peter Del Tredici studies urban novel ecosystems. He calculated that 9.5 percent of Somerville, Massachusetts, a relatively dense East Coast city, is covered in “spontaneous vegetation” that no one planted. And in Detroit, the figure is as high as 20 percent. These plants may be considered weeds, but they do a lot for us. They absorb heat, sequester carbon, and sop up toxic chemicals and excess fertilizer from home gardens. They create oxygen, control erosion, and serve as homes and food for wild animals. In some cases, they can even create habitats for endangered species.
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Species that thrive in cities are adapted to rapidly changing environments. Their resiliency may be key to providing ecosystem services cities depend on, such as cooling, retaining water, and preventing erosion.






On the other hand, novel ecosystems are often dominated by common hardy generalist species, such as dandelions, dock, alfalfa, ailanthus (also known as tree of heaven), sparrows, and the Eurasian collared-dove. These are flexible, tough species that can survive well in the human world. Some of the same species are found in cities all over the world. Novel ecosystems feature fewer rare and unique specialist species.


So are novel ecosystems good or bad? The first thing to realize is that this is not really a scientific question. Ecologists can tell us how ecosystems are changing or how the parts of a novel ecosystem interact, but they can’t tell us whether or how much to value such an ecosystem. In the end, we must make these decisions as individuals and as a community. Should we spray the foothills around our neighborhoods with expensive and toxic herbicides to remove “weeds” that have become well-established? Or should we use those resources for other projects, such as building trails or protecting key wildlife corridors?


Naturalized Nature


For me, novel ecosystems are a sign of nature’s resilience. Yes, they are different from what was there before, and they don’t have a very long evolutionary history in the areas they populate. But they are often surprisingly diverse and vibrant—even beautiful. They show that life is adaptable and tough. Especially in cities, where expecting all the plants and animals to be strictly native seems less important than it might be in a national park or other protected area, novel ecosystems seem to me to be something to celebrate.


I really enjoy exploring urban novel ecosystems and reveling in the mix of native species, horticultural escapees, common “weeds” and “pests,” game species and agricultural plants, and other plants and animals that have figured out how to thrive in the margins of the human world. Just last week, I followed an urban stream that ran through several culvert pipes and empty lots until I found an unexpected mini-grove of willows surrounded by introduced grasses where California quail and northern flickers were foraging. What a pleasure to hear their wild noises in a scrubby field I had walked by a hundred times without even noticing!
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Over the last century, eastern fox squirrels have become common in many cities in the West. They both add to the biodiversity of those cities and make their ecosystems more similar to those of other cities.
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When native Cooper’s hawks along the Wasatch Front dine on introduced Eurasian collared- doves, both species are connected in a novel ecosystem.






Collared-doves are knit into novel ecosystems like that empty lot by becoming food for other species. In Poland, they are eaten by rooks and jackdaws; in the United Kingdom, domestic cats, foxes, stoats, and raptors prey on them. In Utah, Cooper’s hawks, peregrine falcons, prairie falcons, and merlins all chow down on Eurasian collared-doves, according to the experts at HawkWatch International in Salt Lake City. Interestingly, Cooper’s hawks that consumed the introduced doves were contracting avian trichomoniasis from their prey, and some died as a result. Very quickly, however, the Cooper’s hawks became resistant to the parasite in yet another example of a species quickly adapting to another’s presence.


Looking at it from an ecological perspective, Eurasian collared-doves are fueling up on energy from my feeder, eating grain grown by human farmers, and they’ll likely one day become food for a raptor or coyote—and then also for beetles, worms, fungi, and bacteria. Their energy will flow into the soil, where it might nourish my garden roses or the native rubber rabbitbrush in the hills behind my house. In a strange way, I might be helping those hardy desert plants produce their bright yellow flowers next September. In the beauty of their blooms, the doves will truly become “naturalized.”


Emma Marris writes about human relationships with the non-human from Oregon. She is the author of Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a Post-Wild World and Wild Souls: Freedom and Flourishing in the Non-Human World.



At Home with Humans


Riley Black


What does a city look like to a mule deer?


The groomed flower beds and square city blocks around Salt Lake City might not look like what we consider “wildlands,” but deer don’t know the difference. It’s not unusual to see their hoofprints along sidewalks below the foothills after rainstorms while walking your dog, or even to stumble accidentally upon a small group of them grazing on someone’s lawn.


At first glance, spotting deer among the driveways and urban alleys of the Wasatch Front may seem a little strange. It’s certainly not the image that most of us conjure up when we consider these large mammals. Do a basic Internet search on mule deer, and the photos that come up will show them standing in some open space, often looking elegant in their fluffy winter coats. What we don’t see are the deer that live among our urban neighborhoods and cemeteries—deer that know the streets about as well as we do. Taking that thought a step further, what if this behavior isn’t something strange, but part of a relationship we’ve created and maintained with these animals? Considering that possibility takes us into the world of synanthropes, the creatures that are learning to live with us.


What Is a Synanthrope?


Let’s break down the word into its constituent parts: The Greek word syn means “together with,” and the word “anthrope” is short for anthropos, Greek for “man.” These are the organisms that, whether we like it or not, live together with us by benefitting from the habitats and resources we create.


Take a walk through downtown Salt Lake City, past the offices, hotels, and shops, and you can readily go synanthrope-spotting—a game that stretches your mind as well as your legs. If you stroll during the spring, you may see small clusters of people with binoculars standing outside the historic Lion House, looking up to catch a glimpse of peregrine falcons nesting among the buildings on the other side of the street. Of course, the entire reason that the area around Temple Square is so attractive to falcons is because of all the plump pigeons that coo and waddle around the sidewalks, as well as house sparrows that pick up bread crusts and other tidbits that people leave behind. You may even spot a constant human companion, a brown rat, as it rushes under a shrub as you pass by. And I can speak from experience that house mice are certainly happy to inhabit soft, cozy places in my basement. Neighborhoods along the Wasatch Front are wilder than we often give them credit for.
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Mule deer have adapted to living with people along the Wasatch Front as we’ve built developments in their winter range in the foothills.
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Peregrine falcons nearly went extinct in North America in the 1960s until a revival program based in cities saved them.






Room to Grow


And let’s not forget plants. Animals are the most obvious synanthropes—a raccoon rummaging through your table scraps in the garbage bin is a pretty clear example—but plants also benefit from the ways we use and modify the landscape. The ornamental plant myrtle spurge (Euphorbia myrsinites), for example, was once recommended as a waterwise species that Utah homeowners could plant to spruce up their gardens. Gardeners found that the nonnative species was so at home in our conditions that it quickly escaped the confines of their yards. This plant seems to prefer areas that have been disturbed by humans, and it grows along sidewalks and in corners near where it initially escaped. Around the lower Avenues near downtown Salt Lake City, you can readily spot these scaly plants growing up from the curbside, where they are now a part of the local ecology.
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Common sunflowers flourish in challenging habitats with lots of regular disturbance—even in a crack in the pavement on a busy street.






Although myrtle spurge has generated plenty of controversy—and even disdain—many of us are perfectly at home with other synanthropes. The common sunflower (Helianthus annuus), for example, is beloved by many. In late summer, sunflowers are bright and welcome sights along many Wasatch Front roadsides. Along Interstate 15, the plants’ bright yellow flowers form beautiful ranks along the highway as red-tailed hawks and other birds of prey perch on roadside fence posts.


Although the common sunflower already has a long history with us—America’s Indigenous peoples were cultivating the plant more than 4000 years ago—the inherent biology of sunflowers enables them to thrive in human-disturbed habitats. That’s because these synanthropes grow fast, produce lots of seeds, and don’t live very long. In harsh spots, such as a roadside, sunflowers are able to withstand conditions that other plants cannot, and they take full advantage of the extra elbow room. In fact, roadside sunflowers seem to grow faster and are more prolific than sunflowers that grow in what appears to be untouched grassland.


Amazing Adaptation


Whether it’s a sunflower or a pigeon, an organism’s ability to make the most of our rapidly changing world is an essential and inherent part of nature. Some organisms may have a relatively narrow set of parameters that suit them, with less human disturbance being preferable. Then again, some species are more flexible in their needs or just happen to have characteristics that fit well with places modified by human handiwork. Consider raccoons. These masked omnivores are active at night, dine on just about anything they can swallow, and use their dexterous hands to probe and pry. Raccoons didn’t need to change very much to live with us. Their inherent behaviors enable them to take advantage of all the riches we leave outside—or inside, if the windows aren’t shut tight—during a time when we’re usually sleeping.
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Cities may be making raccoons smarter—scientists think these intelligent, adaptable, and curious animals are learning to be better problem-solvers as a result of navigating human-made obstacles.






Not all city- or suburban-dwelling species are synanthropes, however. Mountain lions, for example, have ventured farther into neighborhoods along the Wasatch Front, but biologists are not yet certain if these cats are truly benefitting from human presence or merely finding ways to work around human development. The difference between a true synanthrope and a species that coexists with us despite our presence can sometimes be difficult to determine. The key is that the organism noticeably benefits from human activity, often by being more numerous, leaving more offspring, or demonstrating some other measurable factor. That can make it somewhat difficult to define which species are synanthropes and which are not. A garden tomato, for example, may meet these criteria, but it is not a synanthrope. It was planted in the garden, grown and tended to, and it may have even been intentionally modified to survive and produce larger fruit.


What about coyotes? Coyotes are a conundrum for ecologists, who are just beginning to study synanthropes and their roles in our lives. Coyotes are certainly present in the neighborhoods of the Wasatch Front, but, as in other cities, it’s unclear just how comfortable they are living beside us. A five-square-mile patch of city can support a few more coyotes than the same amount of wild space, and urban coyote pups are five times more likely to survive than those in less disturbed habitats, but coyotes still seem to avoid people whenever possible and act much like their country relatives. Whether coyotes remain on the outskirts or are on their way to becoming full-fledged synanthropes is something that can be understood only with time.


Sussing out synanthropes is more than just a numbers game. Naturally, we want to know why some species thrive among us. Sometimes it’s a matter of inherent biology, like roadside plants that can tolerate high amounts of oil and other road runoff. Other times, the animals adjust their behaviors according to what we do. A bird’s nest partly made with candy wrappers and cigarette butts may look like a tragic commentary on ecology to some, but for the bird, the hodgepodge home reflects the inventiveness and resilience of a synanthrope in a place where a variety of materials are available for nest building.
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Coyotes are cautious city dwellers. They like the resources cities offer, but not the people.






In fact, some of our human-made products may prove a benefit. In sparrow and finch nests, for example, the nicotine in discarded cigarette butts woven into the nests acts as a pesticide that helps protect adults and nestlings from parasitic ticks, while the dense filter material within the butts acts as an insulator. Birds will make the most of what is available (but that’s no excuse to throw a spent cigarette on the ground). And birds like ever-inventive crows and ravens have been known to take even greater advantage of human-modified landscapes—for instance, by dropping hard-to-crack nuts on roads where cars regularly pass to let the machinery do all the hard work.


Redefining Nature


Ecologists are just beginning to understand what makes a synanthrope and how they keep us connected to ecological webs that we might otherwise be blind to. That’s why synanthropes are critical to our twenty-first-century conversation with nature. Nature is often framed as a phenomenon that is out there, away from people, in unspoiled places. This view of nature is like a patchwork quilt that we desperately want to keep intact. Although the world is going through a real biodiversity crisis, nature is not something inert that is simply torn apart by the changes we impose. Instead, nature encompasses us, even as we reweave it from the inside out. Synanthropes are powerful reminders that even the most developed city, even the newest cul-de-sac development, is still a part of nature and offers an altered landscape that will affect who survives and who is pushed to the margins.


For as long as humans have inhabited Earth, some of the species we share the planet with have suffered for our whims while others have benefitted. Organisms—from rats to earthworms—have spread around the world along with humans, changing the nature of the places we call home. How could we change our world so fundamentally and not expect nature to respond just as it has through past mass extinctions, glaciations, climate change, and more? Every life on our planet is tied together as a result of millions of years of change. What makes us different is that we can see this biological tapestry, a key realization that frames today and will shape tomorrow. What future will we make, with nature so eager to meet us?
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All the pigeons living in cities today are descendants of escaped domesticated pigeons—they’re quite at home with humans.
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House sparrows have evolved with humans for thousands of years and now never live far from human development.






Riley Black is the author of The Last Days of the Dinosaurs: An Asteroid, Extinction, and the Beginning of Our World and other books about fossils. Her byline has appeared in National Geographic, Slate, Scientific American, and many other publications. She lives in Salt Lake City.



Backyard Habitats


Amy Sibul


When you hear the word “wildlife,” what do you think of? What about the words “wildlife habitat”? The majority of us probably picture a large mammal, such as a bighorn sheep, somewhere far away from a city, on a mountain surrounded by forest. Most of us don’t picture a backyard, a city park, or an apartment balcony. But these human-created environments can provide habitats for wild plants and animals just as surely as a high mountain forest.


Anywhere you see a wild organism, you’re looking at its habitat. You can think of habitat as all the components of a place that provide an organism with the water, food, and protection it needs to survive. Urban and suburban habitats support a surprising diversity of wild plants, animals, and fungi that collectively make up the ecosystems in which we spend the most time.


What an organism needs from its habitat can change over time on a daily, seasonal, or annual basis. What a bird needs as it builds a nest is different from what it needs as it prepares to migrate, which is again different from what it needs as it tries to stay alive during a blizzard or a heat wave. What a plant needs in order to germinate can be very different from what it needs during flowering. The variability of habitat required by a plant or animal actually allows for a diversity of options for creating wildlife habitats in our yards.


What Makes a Yard a Wildlife Habitat?


Wildlife habitats in cities and suburbs come in many sizes—from as small as an apartment balcony or a few planter boxes to as large as a vacant lot or city park. Almost any space can be a habitat if it offers four resources all animals need: food, water, cover, and places to raise young. Providing habitat is easier than you might think.


Food: Include a variety of plants in your yard to provide food for wildlife all year long—flowers to provide pollen and nectar, leafy plants to host insects, and shrubs and trees to provide seeds or berries. Add a bird feeder or two to supplement birds’ natural diets.


[image: Image]

Colorful hanging baskets of flowers or potted plants, a bird feeder or two, and a shallow dish of water on a balcony or porch can provide habitat for birds and pollinators.
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You don’t have to build a pond to provide water for wildlife—a birdbath, water container garden, or simply a shallow dish of water will do the trick.






Water: All animals need clean drinking water to survive. In addition, birds need water for bathing to keep their feathers clean and free of parasites and to cool down in hot weather. Other species, including amphibians, actually live in water. You can provide water for wildlife in a variety of ways, from a birdbath or shallow dish of water to a water container garden or pond.


Cover: Wildlife need places to hide to feel safe from people, predators, and inclement weather. You can help provide cover by not keeping your yard too tidy. Shrubs, thickets, brush piles, and rocks are great hiding places for animals, and tiny creatures can find refuge in a layer of leaves on the ground.


Places to raise young: The long-term survival of wildlife in your community depends on their ability to reproduce and raise their young successfully. Many places that offer cover can double as a safe nursery. Add a bee nest box or a birdhouse to enrich your habitat and provide places for these cavity nesters to raise their young.
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Bird feeders are a great way to enjoy birds and supplement their diets.






Let’s take a closer look at how you can support two of the most common types of wildlife in neighborhood habitats: birds and bees. Making your yard welcoming to these creatures will support many other animals too.


Planting for the Birds


In our backyards, we tend to see birds more often than wild mammals, reptiles, and amphibians, especially in our dry climate. Birds draw our attention by being active during the day, singing beautiful songs, and often sporting bright colors. Surprisingly, suburbs often support more bird species than nearby wilder lands. Suburbs offer a variety of habitats and plants where diverse birds can find food and shelter. Plus, there are feeders full of birdseed.


If you hope to attract birds to your yard, first make sure your yard is safe for them. Two big sources of danger encountered by birds in our neighborhoods are windows and house cats. Window collisions and cats kill more than three billion birds in North America every year. You can use screens, film, window paints, or hangings to reduce the reflective surface of your windows. If you own a cat, try to keep your little hunter indoors as much as possible. Pesticides are another major source of harm to birds—anything that poisons the food they eat, whether insects or plants, can be toxic to the birds too.


The key to creating habitat for birds is providing a variety of plants that offer food and shelter. A lawn composed of a single species of grass is a food desert for most birds and other organisms. And lawns don’t provide shelter for birds looking to roost for the night, take cover during a storm, or rest during migrations. Planting flowers, shrubs, and trees that provide vertical structure and cover will attract a surprising array of birds to your yard. These plants will also draw insects, which insect-eating birds will thank you for.
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Plants that provide nectar, seeds, or berries will draw a variety of birds to your backyard habitat, like cedar waxwings that gobble juniper berries in winter.






Because different birds eat different types of food, try incorporating an assortment of flowering plants to support nectar feeders, berry eaters, and seed eaters. Avoid deadheading (removing spent flowers from) your plants so that seed eaters can enjoy a meal. In the fall, leave some small, shallow pockets of leaves or even a small brush pile where overwintering insects can take shelter. They’ll provide insect-eating birds a snack on a cold winter day.


Choosing plants that provide multiple habitat needs for birds is a great idea, especially for small yards. Chokecherry trees (Prunus virginiana), for instance, offer abundant pollen and nectar in the spring for bees and birds and then provide juicy berries for birds to munch in the summer. They also create a place for birds to nest, roost, and take shelter.


Bird feeders, whether for seed-eating goldfinches or nectar-sipping hummingbirds, are legitimate additions to any backyard habitat. Not everyone has the space for a lot of plants, but just about all of us can put up a feeder. Keep your bird guests safe by cleaning your feeders often, offering healthy food, and siting feeders a safe distance from windows. A bird feeder is also a great way to participate in citizen science—from November to April, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology supports the Project FeederWatch citizen science effort to count the birds that visit feeders across the United States.


“Bee” the Change


We know about western honeybees (Apis mellifera): they make honey, live in large social hives, and might sting you if you accidentally get too close or try to harvest their honey. Honeybees are excellent pollinators, but they are a single species among 20,000 other species of bees that pollinate the world’s plants, including those in our backyard gardens.


You may have heard that bees are in decline. Honeybee populations are experiencing large annual mortality rates, in part because of inhospitable conditions in our agricultural landscapes, including crop monocultures, pesticides, herbicides, and overcrowding from commercial pollination practices. Even more detrimental to biodiversity are the declines being documented in wild bee populations, including bumblebees and mason bees. Yards and parks can provide important habitats for these vital pollinators, sustaining them while our agricultural landscapes do not.
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A mason bee cleans out a tube in a nest box before laying her eggs inside.






Bees need two main types of habitat: nesting and foraging. About 75 percent of the approximately 4000 North American bee species nest in the ground. Just a few square feet of bare soil with no mulch or woodchips can attract many species of solitary, ground-nesting bees. Since they don’t produce honey or have huge concentrations of babies in one location, solitary wild bees are quite docile and tend to ignore humans. These bees haven’t evolved powerful venom like honeybees, so attracting them to your yard won’t lead to bee stings.


The other 25 percent of wild bees nest in cavities, including hollow plant stems or leftover beetle burrows in wood. You can create habitat for these bees by allowing hollow-stemmed plants to remain in your garden during the fall and winter and by adding a bee nest box to your yard. Buy a nest box or make your own from a container full of hollow reed stems or a wooden block drilled with holes. Each cavity opening should be about one-eighth to one-half inch in diameter and at least five inches deep. Place the nest box at least a few feet off the ground and attached to a tree or post that won’t shake in the wind. It should also be protected from hot afternoon sun.


Bees eat pollen and nectar and feed both of these floral products to their young. Foraging habitat for bees consists of flowers that bloom in spring, summer, and fall—a landscape that both humans and bees enjoy. Many of our most beautiful perennials are popular with bees, including sunflowers, penstemon, prairie coneflowers, and flowering sage. Bees also love members of the mint family that we love to cook with, such as rosemary, oregano, peppermint, and thyme. Incorporating these lovely and edible flowering plants into a planter box or a garden supports bees and a wide diversity of wildlife neighbors.
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Providing a bee nest box and including a variety of flowers in your habitat will help support declining wild bee populations.
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Several nearby neighbors with wildlife-friendly yards make a bigger impact by creating a larger patch of habitat. A sign in your yard may inspire others.






For more information on bee habitat, check out the Xerces Society’s website. This national nonprofit organization focuses on invertebrate conservation and offers a wealth of information about providing insect habitat in your yard.


Small Habitats Make a Big Difference


Private, residential yards typically account for about a third of the green space in urban areas, and each individual yard that offers wildlife habitat is important. The multiplier effect of many adjacent wildlife-friendly yards is huge. Together, these yards can create large patches of habitat for small creatures as well as corridors that connect open spaces to enable bigger creatures to travel safely through our neighborhoods.


Consider working with neighbors and community partners to enhance your neighborhood’s wildlife-friendly habitat at a larger scale. Building wildlife habitat as a community can create a sense of belonging for both humans and the wildlife we hope to attract. If people in your neighborhood committed to taking a few simple steps to incorporate habitat components into their landscaping, it could add up to a substantial impact on wildlife abundance and diversity. In fact, wildlife biologists have studied the impact of bird-friendly city landscaping on bird diversity and found that neighborhoods with consistently wildlife-friendly landscaping support almost twice as many bird species as neighborhoods with less wildlife-friendly landscaping.


One fantastic example of a collective community effort to promote backyard wildlife habitats comes from Nibley, Utah. Members of this northern Utah town formed the Cache Valley Wildlife Association, a local grassroots collective that pursued and successfully attained certification for Nibley as a National Wildlife Federation (NWF) Community Wildlife Habitat in 2016.


Individual homeowners can apply to become a Certified Wildlife Habitat through the NWF after providing sources of food, water, cover, and breeding habitat in their yards while employing sustainable landscaping practices. The Nibley community effort to earn certification was remarkable, involving a partnership of private homeowners, businesses, schools, and parks that agreed to protect, restore, and build wildlife habitat throughout the town while also providing wildlife education and outreach events. In all, eighty-seven Nibley homeowners, five schools, and sixteen parks and businesses worked together to achieve this prestigious certification, the first in the state of Utah.
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This backyard in Nibley contributes to the town’s Community Wildlife Habitat certification, offering layers of vegetation, from ground covers to treetops, where birds and insects can find food and shelter.






Whether you want to start with a window planter box or are ready to organize your neighborhood habitat effort, lots of organizations can provide helpful guidance. Check out resources from the Audubon Society, the Xerces Society, and the National Wildlife Federation. Look for programs offered by your local government. For example, Salt Lake City’s Pesticide Free SLC program offers resources for a less toxic approach to yard care that promotes the health of humans and our wild neighbors. If you take the pledge to go pesticide-free, you get a sign for your yard that helps raise awareness of safe urban habitat practices.


Imagine what our cities and suburbs would look, sound, and smell like if every property owner created a bit of quality wildlife habitat. Imagine the new neighbors we could welcome to our communities.


Amy Sibul is currently an administrator at the University of Oregon, but was a biologist and community engagement specialist at the University of Utah for 12 years. Her expertise is in conservation biology, community engagement, and bee biodiversity. She’s passionate about helping folks have experiences that foster respect for and curiosity about diverse peoples, communities, and organisms.



Nature Nurtures Our Cities


Lewis Kogan


My friend Reileen lives on the west side of the Salt Lake Valley, in a house not far from the Jordan River Parkway trail. Almost every morning, Reileen carries her hard-sided kayak to the top of the riverbank, climbs in, and expertly slides down the embankment like a muskrat, slipping almost soundlessly into the glassy water. The droplets falling from her paddle making the only sound in the chill morning air, she glides under leafy tunnels formed by tree trunks and limbs extending from the riverbank and dipping down almost into the water. As she passes under each, she lets the rustling of the foliage and gurgle of water under her boat envelop her.
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Flowing through the center of the densely populated Salt Lake Valley, the Jordan River offers city dwellers a chance to connect with nature within a few minutes of home.






Only several yards from the roads and homes of the adjoining neighborhood, in the heart of Utah’s capital city, the impositions of the bustling metropolis feel entirely absent here. Gliding under another leafy tree-arch, Reileen feels a sense of awe and reverence that seems to grow and expand with each morning that she spends on the river. In this world, there is only water, leaves and sky, the sound of birdsong, and the occasional plop of a river turtle slipping under the surface. The stillness and the beauty rouse her spirit and fill her with a wonderment that stays with her all day long.


When I first met Reileen, I had recently moved to Salt Lake City from rural Montana, and, to me, the Salt Lake Valley seemed a bewildering metropolis. I thrived on time spent ambling through fields and forests back home, and I expected to miss those experiences sorely. Reileen took me on my first paddle on the Jordan River, which quickly put my misgivings to rest. As we drifted past bank beaver lodges and under cliff swallow dwellings and the curious dangling nests of Bullock’s orioles, the sights and sounds of the city were almost entirely absent.


Despite the occasional submerged shopping cart, broken concrete slab, or island of floating plastic, this seemed a space given over to wildness and the rhythms of nature. Although we were floating through the heart of a valley packed wall-to-wall with well over a million residents, bobbing along on the river felt undeniably refreshing, restorative, and peaceful.


Restoring Mind and Soul


After spending a few years working for one of the Salt Lake Valley’s municipal parks and recreation departments, I came to appreciate intimately what I always intuitively understood: parks and natural areas are good for us. And for those of us who live in cities and whose daily lives are generally confined primarily to indoor spaces, parks and natural areas are a necessity.


I sometimes joke that without our public green spaces, city dwellers would quickly descend into madness, chaos, and infirmity. That jest isn’t quite accurate, but it isn’t entirely off-base. An increasing body of research demonstrates that accessible green spaces are indeed necessary for our physical health, our mental health, and even our social and environmental health. In short, parks and natural areas make our cities livable.


A few months after moving here, I stumbled upon a particularly sublime little treasure while on an exploratory late-winter stroll. On top of a windswept knoll in a grassy open space preserve, jutting out just above the upper limits of a residential neighborhood, I spotted a couple of old metal mailboxes tucked into a rocky cleft. Inside the mailboxes were dozens of notebooks and journals, where thousands of visitors had penned astonishingly personal notes, prayers, confessions, and musings. I sat on the little promontory for hours reading the inscriptions. Darkness finally forced me to stop and descend back to the street below, but I couldn’t stop thinking about what I had read.


There were messages to deceased friends and family members, love poems, narratives of personal struggle and hardship, and resolutions to seize the moment and to live with newfound purpose. And in nearly every message was a common thread: the beauty of nature—the peaceful union of earth and sky, rock and flower—provided perspective on life. These simple things were a healing balm for deep emotional wounds. They gave inspiration and clarity that many had been seeking for years.
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The thousands of messages inscribed within these journals on a ridge just above Salt Lake City reflect the restorative power of being in nature.
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A study conducted by University of Utah researchers showed that even a thirty-minute walk in nature calmed participants’ brains and helped them think more clearly.






At the time, these summit “confessionals” seemed strange, but they shouldn’t have. Research from cities around the world continues to provide an ever-clearer picture that humans derive significant mental health benefits from natural areas, parks, and other green spaces in their communities. According to numerous studies, city residents who live within walking distance of a park or natural area—especially one that is large or has pleasing natural features such as mature trees, flowing water, or birdlife—are significantly less likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, and stress.


In fact, studies show that the more frequently we visit green spaces, the less stress we experience. It appears that in many ways, simply spending time in outdoor spaces and interacting (even passively) with nature arms us with tools to process—and let go of—the negative emotional baggage in our lives. And this surprising, sublime process was unintentionally being captured in the little summit register I had stumbled across, in the words of thousands of people who visited this space and were experiencing the benefits of time in nature firsthand.
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Research shows that exercise in green spaces has even greater physical and mental health benefits than exercise indoors or in nongreen outdoor places.






Healthy Parks, Healthy People


An even larger body of research connects access to urban parks and natural areas with improved physical activity and physical health, including a healthier body weight, a decreased risk of chronic illness, and a significantly longer lifespan. Exercise in parks and open spaces has been shown to have greater benefits to our physical and mental health than exercise indoors or in nongreen areas, such as running along a street. And even greener streetscapes can provide measurable physical health benefits: research from one large North American city published in 2015 suggested that living in a neighborhood with a high density of street trees improved people’s health outcomes in ways that were comparable to their being seven years younger.


Urban parks and natural areas are particularly important for kids growing up in cities without easy access to places like national parks and forest lands. According to data compiled by the National Recreation and Park Association, children living within walking distance of a park are five times more likely to be a healthy weight. Time spent outdoors and in nature can measurably reduce children’s stress, anger, and aggression, and it results in better relationship skills, enhanced academic performance, and positive behavioral impacts.


On the flipside, too much time spent indoors, combined with sedentary lifestyles and overexposure to electronic media, also has real and measurable impacts on a child’s development, including higher rates of physical and emotional illness, learning difficulties, and impaired social skills. This has become such a potent problem in American childhood that it is now often referred to as “nature-deficit disorder,” a term coined by writer Richard Louv in his book Last Child in the Woods.
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Spending unstructured time exploring, playing, and imagining in nature is key for children’s physical and emotional development.







Access to Urban Nature Isn’t a Given


It seems like the answer is easy: build parks in every neighborhood, and cities will be full of happy kids, right? Well, it turns out it’s not always that simple. Physical access is extremely important, and organizations such as The Trust for Public Land have made huge strides working with cities to ensure that there is a park within a ten-minute walk of every home. But access to wild natural areas and spaces for creative free-play, as contrasted with traditional sports fields and plastic playground equipment, is important for combatting nature-deficit disorder in urban kids. The geography of natural open spaces is not equitably distributed, especially in historically marginalized or disadvantaged communities. Low-income, under-resourced neighborhoods are usually also the areas with the least access to scenic natural and recreational assets.


The Salt Lake Valley is no exception to this rule. Natural areas here are more commonly located in wealthier, whiter neighborhoods near the foothills of the Wasatch or Oquirrh ranges or the creeks that flow out of them. In the center of the valley, where more of the ethnically and economically diverse communities tend to be, wild scenic open spaces are in short supply.


For planners and land managers looking to address these inequities in access to natural areas and recreational assets, the Jordan River corridor is especially critical. Though this urban river has a 150-year history of abuse and neglect, it offers the most significant opportunity for restoring equitable access to large natural open spaces through the center of the Salt Lake Valley. More than half of the entire state’s population lives within a ten-minute drive of the Jordan River, making it a green-space resource of vital importance to city managers, planners, and advocates working to combat nature-deficit disorder and connect people—especially kids—to nature within their cities.
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A ribbon of city parks and natural open spaces lines the Jordan River as it runs through three counties and thirteen cities in the Salt Lake Valley.
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A mentor can help kids feel comfortable, safe, and welcome in the outdoors.







Kids Need Nature Mentors


It may be difficult to fathom, but many urban kids will grow up without ever observing a starry night sky, listening to birdsong, or splashing their feet in a stream. That’s because physical proximity to natural open spaces is not the only barrier that prevents urban kids from connecting to nature and spending time outdoors. Many kids who haven’t spent much time in outdoor settings may feel scared or uncomfortable and may not be sure about what to do in natural open spaces. So without mentorship and guidance on how to enjoy the outdoors, their proximity to a natural area may not matter.


To support children in developing a relationship with nature, a growing number of cities, counties, and states across the country are adopting some form of a “children’s outdoor bill of rights.” Although these efforts differ from place to place, the purpose is the same: identify the inalienable rights that every child should have to access fundamental outdoor experiences.


In 2019, Salt Lake City and the State of Utah each created a children’s outdoor bill of rights to identify outdoor experiences every child should have access to. These efforts also include mobilizing resources to help urban kids develop familiarity with nearby natural areas, provide them with guidance and mentorship as they learn how to explore and experience the outdoor world, and ultimately support children and their families, friends, and communities in finding sustainable ways to access and enjoy nature.
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“Catching a bug” is one of the thirteen experiences in the Salt Lake City Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights.






The Wasatch Front is full of nature, as the pages of this book clearly show. Even in our busiest cities, nature is all around us. Take time to explore some of the wild places our valleys and foothills offer. And if you already visit one or two of them regularly, challenge yourself to explore somewhere new. It’s certain to be good for you. Next time you go, consider taking a friend, relative, coworker, or neighbor. Time outdoors is often better shared, and if we all reminded one another to make time for nature—and provided a little mentorship or a helping hand now and then—we would all be the better for it.


Lewis Kogan has worked at the intersection of people and nature for two decades as a ranger, trail builder, environmental specialist, and park manager. He lives in Salt Lake City.




Salt Lake City Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights


We believe that every child has the right to:




	Catch a bug


	Follow a foothill trail


	Listen to the sounds of nature


	Observe a starry sky


	Play in the snow


	Splash in a stream


	Identify a wild plant


	Spot and identify a wild animal


	Visit a mountaintop


	See Great Salt Lake


	Climb a rock


	Paddle a boat


	Explore a cave





To learn more, visit the Salt Lake City Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights website.





The Health of Urban Nature Is Our Own


Julia Corbett


When the COVID-19 pandemic sent us home in 2020, we went outdoors. Neighbors conversed across lawns and sidewalks, and city parks and trails filled with people. My friend Natalie ate most every meal in her little backyard, wondering, “Why didn’t I do this before?” It made perfect sense: feeling confined indoors made us yearn for outdoor spaces without walls and ceilings that were peaceful and rich with life. In rediscovering outdoor places all around us, we learned how much we cherished them—needed them. Daypacks, bikes, binoculars, and kayaks flew off the shelves.


It’s strange to think of reconnecting with nature as a silver lining in a pandemic that created such suffering. But against a backdrop of uncertainty was deep comfort in the constancy of nature in our everyday lives—knowing that the sun would rise every morning and make its way across the city, and knowing that trees would respire and cast shade, birds would call, and the sky would convey its moods with wind and clouds. In hard times as well as regular ones, nature is key to our physical, mental, and emotional health.
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People went outdoors to yards, parks, and trails during the COVID-19 pandemic, seeking comfort in the beauty and constancy of nature.






COVID-19 understandably elevated the importance of health and shifted how we perceive it. Health isn’t just about being disease-free; it’s a broad sense of well-being, an equilibrium in how we move through the world—which depends upon the health of that world. Some scientists and doctors have moved beyond traditional biomedical conceptions of human health to focus instead on planetary health. In simple terms, our health and nature’s health are one and the same: healthy natural systems support human health, and unhealthy natural systems harm human health. COVID- 19 itself is an example of this mutual relationship, borne by animals stressed and squeezed by environmental degradation and pushed closer to humans, upon whom they shed their virus.


Wendell Berry expressed this mutualism in an essay in The Long-Legged House: “We have lived our lives by the assumption that what was good for us would be good for the world. We have been wrong. We must change our lives so that it will be possible to live by the contrary assumption: what is good for the world will be good for us. And that requires that we make the effort to know the world and learn what is good for it.”


The challenges posed by the urban environment are shared by all who call this place home. It’s mutually beneficial to make life healthier for all—for your family and for the families of bees, flowers, mammals, birds, and trees, along with the water, air, and soil on which all our families depend. In a significant way, the health of urban nature is a barometer for the health of its citizens, wild and domestic.


Let’s consider some important components of health for humans and wilder nature: dark skies, quiet spaces, clean air, and cool places.


Dark Skies


A photograph of the United States taken at night from space shows a country illuminated by lights that delineate coastlines and mark population centers. Humans have lit up the planet and the space beyond to such a degree that 80 percent of people who live in the developed world cannot see the Milky Way in the night sky. If all my curtains are open, I can walk through my house at night without turning on a light, because the urban “skyglow” leaks in from every direction. It’s not dark, and that’s not healthy.
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The glow of artificial lights in cities blocks out the stars and negatively impacts our health, but the good news is that fairly straightforward light pollution solutions are available and can save energy.
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Citizen scientists are working with Tracy Aviary to document bird collisions with buildings in downtown Salt Lake City in an effort to make the city safer for birds.






Animal bodies and plants operate on circadian rhythms of daylight and darkness that artificial lighting subverts. We’ve all evolved to sync our bodies and brains—blood pressure and temperature, when to eat and sleep—to natural light–dark patterns. LED lights, such as those from some streetlights and cell phones, emit a large amount of blue light, which suppresses sleep-important melatonin and interferes with our night vision. Light pollution also impacts nocturnal animals such as bats and owls, as well as toads and certain insects and butterflies. Some frogs won’t sing their mating calls under the glare of artificial light (or when it’s too noisy). Light pollution exposes animals most active at dawn and dusk to predators and reduces the time they have to find food and shelter and successfully reproduce.


Artificial light can also disrupt the reproductive cycles of birds and impact their migration. Accustomed to relying on stars to navigate at night, birds can be confused by city lights. Some scientists say that nocturnal flight calls help birds collectively make decisions about how to navigate through a blaze of city lights; yet despite these vocalizations, a major cause of death (especially during migration) is from birds crashing into lighted buildings. Hundreds of millions die each year in these collisions. Tracy Aviary is documenting bird collisions in downtown Salt Lake City through the work of citizen scientists. Each morning, teams collect the birds that died the night before during their spring and fall migrations.


Utah has designated a record nine parks as Dark Sky Parks, but it needs to darken its urban areas too. For starters, cities can replace old street lights that send light up into the night sky with lights that shield and direct warmer light tones downward where it’s needed. Ordinances could support motion-sensor lights in vast parking areas and minimized nighttime lighting in office buildings. And homeowners could make their homes and neighborhoods darker by updating outdoor lighting to be “dark-sky friendly” and by turning off all outdoor lights before going to bed. If city residents lobbied their workplaces and the businesses they patronize to reduce light pollution, we would all live healthier.
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White-crowned sparrows sing shorter, simpler songs at higher frequencies in cities because traffic and construction noises mask the low notes in their songs.
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The thrum of traffic is the largest component of noise pollution in cities.






Quiet Spaces


During the initial COVID-19 lockdowns, people reported that they heard more birds. In one study, ornithologists discovered that when humans stayed home, white-crowned sparrows (Zonotrichia leucophrys) doubled their communication distance with quieter songs that were much more intricate and attractive to females. When it was quiet outside, people could hear many more of these dapper birds at twice the distance. In a noisy soundscape, these sparrows are essentially yelling, said one ornithologist, and they are forced to simplify their songs in the same way you may shout out a greatly simplified story in a noisy restaurant.


All creatures with ears suffer in a mangled soundscape. When it’s too loud, it’s difficult to communicate and the noise is a source of chronic stress. A study of tree swallows, for example, found that nestlings exposed to more human-generated noise were smaller and slower to fledge and develop than those reared in quieter places. All creatures that use their ears to alert to danger, locate and catch food, and find and attract a mate are less successful when they live in noisy places.


As the Wasatch Front population grows and grows, noise pollution becomes more serious. The source of that noise is primarily electromechanical, generated by all our machines. I live a couple of miles from the interstate, but I can hear the ever-present traffic there as a loud and constant hum. (I enjoy imagining how thousands of electric vehicles would bring a welcome quieting of this city.)


It’s hard to escape noise pollution’s effects, because our brains process sound all the time, even when we’re asleep. Because our ears are on duty 24/7, we are hard-wired to react to noise, and that’s not healthy. Exposure to loud and/or constant noise ramps up humans’ heart rates and multiplies stress hormones, which can lead to increased blood pressure and heart disease. One study of noise concluded that the average resident of a large city loses more than three healthy life-years as a result of the din, which contributes to hearing loss, obesity, diabetes, and cognitive impairment in children.
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Poor air quality shortens the average Utahn’s lifespan by two years and also harms wildlife.






Clean Air


For many of us, life seems pretty focused on Earth’s crust, to which gravity binds us. But we live within an atmosphere that reaches six miles above our heads and is made and moved by all of us. Each of us breathes 23,000 breaths a day; in an essential way, we are what we breathe.


The pandemic taught us a lot about air—how air from our breaths transports the virus to others and also what happens to air when human activity slows down (in what some scholars call an anthropause). Air, of course, is the invisible transporter of sound, light, and pollutants. During the COVID-19 shutdowns, less human activity created a perfect environment for a natural experiment to observe how profoundly we alter the air. The air in thousands of cities changed from brown to blue. Residents of Jalandhar, India, could see the Dhauladhar mountain range in the Himalayas for the first time in thirty years. Millions of us personally experienced that the living world could be different and healthier for everyone: you cannot unsee a mountain range or unbreathe a clean breath.


When I moved to Salt Lake City more than twenty-five years ago, most people thought air pollution occurred only during winter inversions, when a dense layer of cool air swaps places with warmer air, trapping pollutants in the valley. Now we know that unhealthy air can occur year-round. Clear links have been made between air pollution exposure and asthma, respiratory and heart problems, problems in pregnancy, numerous kinds of cancers, and even autism. Like noise exposure, exposure to air pollution can shave one to three (or more) years off a person’s life.


Animals also suffer from air pollution. A study of bird abundance and air quality over a fifteen-year period determined that air quality regulations that reduced smog in thousands of counties resulted in 1.5 billion fewer bird deaths. Ozone pollution is especially harmful to small migratory songbirds such as warblers and finches, because it damages their respiratory systems, compromises the health of plants they eat, and reduces insect numbers. Long-term exposure to air pollution can poison wildlife by disrupting endocrine function, causing organ damage and increasing vulnerability to disease and stress, and harming habitat and food sources.


Generating electricity with clean, renewable energy and putting thousands of electric vehicles on our streets would go a long way toward clearing pollutants from our air. We could all take deep, healthy breaths.


Cool Places


Since the 1970s, Utah has warmed three degrees Fahrenheit as a result of climate change—well above the global average, making us the fifth fastest warming state in the nation. And the last six years have been the hottest ever recorded, creating serious consequences for the nation’s second-driest state. In a hotter climate, water evaporates more quickly and thirsty animals and plants require more. Less precipitation falls as snow, which means less water is available for summer use as it melts.


For much of the year, there is a clear green line between the watered city and the unwatered land surrounding it. Although (some) humans are able to turn on their air conditioners and sprinklers, other creatures lack such options. Warming temperatures increase animal mortality, whether from heat stress, lack of water, or desiccated forage. Researchers warn that heat stress—particularly from extreme temperatures—could become a major factor in future species extinctions. Birds suffer more than other animals because they are largely active during the day.


Heat waves with extreme temperatures are the deadly consequences of the worsening climate crisis, and their frequency, intensity, and duration are expected to increase, resulting in the deaths of humans and other animals. Cities along the Wasatch Front are more vulnerable to extreme heat because of the urban heat island effect. A city’s buildings and roads absorb more of the sun’s heat than vegetated landscapes do and then release it at night, resulting in much higher daytime and nighttime temperatures. The impacts of the heat island effect include increased energy consumption, increased air pollutants, and compromised human health—plus, of course, decreased comfort. These impacts are experienced disproportionately by people of color and by those who live in low-income, under-resourced urban neighborhoods that lack the trees and greenery present in wealthier neighborhoods.
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This thermal image taken on a hot summer day in downtown Salt Lake City shows the cooling power of trees. The shaded grass (shown in blue and green) is forty degrees cooler than the exposed pavement (shown in yellow and red).
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The light-colored roof over the Natural History Museum of Utah reflects light and helps keep the building cooler, while solar panels provide a source of renewable energy.






Cooling the landscape of the urban Wasatch Front is important for our health and the health of urban nature. More trees and greenery—especially low-water plants—would provide shade and reduce temperatures. Light-colored, reflective roadways and roofs would also help dramatically. Because a black roof can be as much as forty degrees hotter than a white one, various cities in the United States are undertaking campaigns to replace black roofs with white ones.


The population of the Wasatch Front is expected to grow significantly in the next decade, putting increasing pressure on our health as well as the health of the urban nature we love. The pandemic brought many people outdoors, which helped them connect with cherished, constant nature. An important step is to give back. Learn about urban nature, enjoy it, drink it in, and consider what it needs from you in return—dark, cool, quiet spaces and clean air. Urban nature needs your fascination, love, and protection.


Julia Corbett explores human relationships with the living world and how culture affects our perception and valuation of all that keeps us alive. A professor emerita of communication and author of four books, she now splits her time between Oregon and a Wyoming mountain cabin.



We All Need Trees


Tony Gliot


Cities and forests grew together in the valleys of the Wasatch Front. When European-American settlers arrived in 1847, expanses of tall grasses and sagebrush filled the valleys. Cottonwoods, box elders, and a handful of other tree species grew mainly along the banks of streams and rivers. The valleys certainly weren’t desolate deserts, but they weren’t forests either. The vast majority of trees that form a green canopy across the valleys today were planted and nurtured by people.


Utah settlers went to great lengths to plant trees that reminded them of the homes they left behind and that provided shelter, shade, and sustenance in their new cities. In 1851, Salt Lake City passed an ordinance requiring every lot owner “to set out in front of their lots such trees for shade . . . [that would] be the best calculated to adorn and improve the city.” Initially, just a handful of species were available—black locust, Siberian elm, Lombardy poplar, and fruit trees.
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Sagebrush, not trees, dominated the view across the Salt Lake Valley in 1869.
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The vast majority of trees that create a cover of green in the valleys along the Wasatch Front were planted and nurtured by people.
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Utahns made planting trees in their new cities a priority. This 1911 Arbor Day Ceremony celebrated a tree planting in Salt Lake City’s Liberty Park.






Garden clubs and horticultural societies soon began experimenting with any tree they could get their hands on to see what species would flourish in Utah. In the early twentieth century, when many growing American cities were removing trees to make way for roads and buildings, residents of the Wasatch Front continued planting. The Salt Lake Valley went from supporting just a few tree species prior to 1847 to more than 290 different species today. Salt Lake City’s urban forest alone includes more than 88,000 public trees—a figure that doesn’t include all the trees in yards and other private spaces.


The urban forests of the Wasatch Front are examples of biodiversity created by humans. They are ecosystems shaped by both biological and social forces in an amazing collaboration between trees and people. The fact that huge organisms such as trees survive in cities seems rather miraculous when you stop to think about it. With pollution, compacted soils, poor drainage, road salt, heat, vibrations, and new diseases, city life is often hard on trees. Urban trees not only survive, but they share gifts that make our cities livable for people and many other creatures.
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