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DISCLAIMER


Always maintain a healthy respect for wild animals. Wildlife can be dangerous if provoked. Do not attempt to approach, touch, or hand-feed any wild animal.

There is inherent risk in any outdoor activity. Be sure you have the necessary skills and safety equipment before engaging in any potentially hazardous outdoor activity. Consult your doctor before engaging in any outdoor exercise.

If you have young children, exercise extreme caution with outdoor water features like streams and ponds. Young children should never be left unsupervised near water of any depth. If children are able to access the water area, fence or gate it off.

All uncredited photos were taken by the author.

Throughout this book, company and product names are included with project ideas. These are for example only and do not imply endorsement from either the author or the publisher.

This book contains links to websites that provide additional resources. Although these links were live at the time of writing, websites change often, and you may encounter dead links.
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PRIVATE LANDOWNERS
AND WILDLIFE: A VITAL
CONNECTION



“I am only one, but I am one. I cannot do everything, but I can do something. And because I cannot do everything, I will not refuse to do the something that I can do.”

—Edward Everett Hale



As a forester, you know you’re in for an adventure when the first thing a landowner says to you is, “So have you heard about my psychotic deer behavior?”

That was Dan’s question to me on the cold March morning I drove to his family’s land in the Catskill Mountains of upstate New York. I had gone there to write an article about wildlife food plots, a subject the retired New Jersey police officer is a master of. Dan has them scattered all around his property, especially in former hayfields. In total he has thirty-six acres of them, all planted with nutritious deer foods like clover, turnips, and brassica. He adds a new food plot almost every year, usually about an acre in size.

Dan’s latest project is located on a ridgetop that lost its trees to a forest tent caterpillar outbreak. On the day of my visit, Dan was removing the dead trees. Over the next few months he would disk the soil, mix in several tons of lime and hundreds of pounds of fertilizer, and plant a mix of clover and brassica.
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Landowners like you can make a difference for wildlife because together you own most of the places where wildlife make their homes. This father and son duo are helping wildlife by planting California coffeeberry, a native shrub in the US Southwest. Its fruit and leaves provide food for mule deer, black bears, and many species of birds. Photo credit: National Park Service

On two visits later that year, I saw the results of that work. A new crop of wildlife food had turned this once-barren hilltop a vibrant green.

Dan’s justifiably proud of his work—and protective of it. He asked me not to identify where his property is, and to use only his first name. He doesn’t want poachers to find out about his land.

I understand his concern. On my two-hour March tour alone we saw a dozen deer, more than I’d seen the whole previous winter. They weren’t scrawny, either. They were the largest, healthiest whitetails I’ve seen in the Catskills, and my visit occurred during a month when most deer are thin and hungry after scraping through the winter.

Even with all those deer, Dan’s woods are in better shape than many I’ve visited. It’s easy for deer to eat themselves out of house and home, damaging native plants and harming other wildlife in the process. On Dan’s property, though, tree seedlings and waist-high blackberry bushes are abundant.

As Dan showed me his property, I realized his self-described psychotic behavior isn’t just about deer. At one point we drove past an area of dense spruce trees. Dan planted them twenty-five years ago, intending to sell them as Christmas trees. But he abandoned that plan when he realized the trees could shelter snowshoe hare.

Other projects abound. Dan’s property has few oaks, but on those he does have, he’s removed the trees right around them to give them more space to grow. That added room will let the oaks develop bigger canopies and make more acorns.
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Dan’s latest food plot. On my first visit in March (top), he was cutting down the dead ridgetop trees to open up space on the ground. By early June he had cleared, fertilized, and planted the site (middle). By October he had a healthy crop of delicious plants for wildlife (bottom).
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Giving an oak tree more room to grow by cutting down smaller trees next to it will let it develop a bigger canopy. That bigger canopy will gather more sunlight and give the oak more energy to make acorns.
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A few of the wild apple trees on Dan’s property. Keeping them pruned helps them grow more apples, an important fall food for deer and bears.

Then there are the wild apple trees. Dan’s pruned more than three hundred of them on his land. Pruning apple trees helps them develop more fruit, which feeds deer, bears, and turkeys. Dan always prunes in the winter, because then deer can eat the buds on the removed limbs.

And what does Dan do with the downed wood created from all that pruning, oak tree releasing, and food plot constructing? “I used to burn it,” Dan admitted, but then he discovered that grouse, fishers, and rabbits loved the interlocking brush. Now he builds up the brush in piles to help out these critters. He calls the result “rabbitat.”

Back at Dan’s house, I saw still more evidence of his wildlife work. Just as he’s psychotic about deer, he also admits to being “psychotic about bluebirds.” He has thirty bluebird boxes scattered around his property. He also has two hummingbird feeders, and he energetically recounted the day he saw a pair of male hummingbirds fight over them, even though there was room for both.

Why does Dan do all this work? Not for the hunting. He does hunt deer and turkey, but many of the other species like rabbits he lets go. Even when he’s hunting, it’s more about the joy of being in nature than shooting an animal. “Ninety-five percent of the time I’m hunting, I’m observing,” he told me. “Just watching or taking pictures.”

If his goal isn’t trophy bucks, what is it? Dan sums it up in a single sentence: “I want to maximize the health of my land.”


The Role of Private Landowners

Dan’s efforts to support wildlife are inspiring, and they illustrate the value private lands and landowners have to US wildlife. You see, the US isn’t like most other countries with large amounts of open space. Most other countries have their open lands—especially their wooded lands—in government ownership. But here in the US, about two-thirds of our land is owned by private citizens—folks like you, me, and Dan. That includes 56 percent of US forests. We’re the only country with large wooded acreages to have most of our woods in private ownership.1

It’s on this private land that many wildlife make their homes. One estimate from Colorado State University biologists says private land provides 85 percent of US wildlife habitat.4 Private lands tend to be wetter, flatter, and more fertile than public lands, all traits that favor a greater variety of wildlife.5
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Private landowners control 1.5 billion acres of US land, about two-thirds of the total.2 They also own the majority of US forests—more than four hundred million acres.3

To see the importance of private lands firsthand, visit the Prairie Pothole Region in the northern Plains States. This region of innumerable lakes, marshes, and native grasslands is our nation’s most productive waterfowl breeding ground. The nesting of mallards, pintails, shovelers, and other birds is so prolific that the Prairie Pothole Region has earned the nickname “the Duck Factory.” Ninety percent of the US part of this waterfowl heaven is privately owned.6

The Prairie Pothole Region is just one example of the value private lands bring to wildlife. Nationwide, more than 90 percent of the distributions of brown thrashers, indigo buntings, brown-headed nuthatches, yellow-billed cuckoos, and eastern bluebirds are on private lands.7 According to the Fish and Wildlife Service, half of all US threatened and endangered species rely on private lands for 80 percent or more of their habitat.8 And according to the US Forest Service, privately owned woodlands alone support 60 percent of the lower forty-eight states’ at-risk species. That’s more than 1,900 kinds of animals.9

Even in the public-land-dominated West, certain land types and their wildlife still rely on private property. While private woods only make up about 30 percent of western forests, for instance, they make up a majority of California and Oregon’s oak woodlands. The endangered golden-cheeked warbler, which depends on oak woodlands, in turn is found almost exclusively on private land. 91 percent of its distribution is in private ownership.12
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The Prairie Pothole Region (as designated in the orange part of the map) is known as “the Duck Factory” for its many lakes, ponds, and marshes. Ninety percent of its US range is privately owned. Map credit: USFWS; photo credit: Don Poggensee, USDA NRCS
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The state amphibian of Alabama, the threatened Red Hills salamander, lives only in that state. It has just sixty thousand acres of suitable habitat remaining, and 98 percent of those acres are on private land.10 Photo credit: Emmett Blankenship, USFWS
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This map shows the number of at-risk species that depend on privately owned woodlands in the continental US. Private woodlands in the Southeast and Southwest, and on the Pacific Coast in particular provide homes for large numbers of rare, threatened, and endangered species. Map credit: Susan Stein and others, US Forest Service11

From coast to coast, from Appalachian hardwoods to western junipers, private lands provide homes for countless wildlife. Wherever you own land in this great country, there are creatures counting on you and your property for survival.
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Even though most western forests are publicly owned, certain land types remain primarily in private ownership. Ninety-one percent of endangered golden-cheeked warbler distribution is on private lands, which have more oak woodland than public lands in the West. Photo credit: Steve Maslowski, USFWS


What Are You Going to Do About It?

But so what? Aside from feeling confident that our yards, fields, and woods help wildlife, why does it matter where animals live? Nature is what it is, right?

Not necessarily. That’s why I began this book by talking about Dan. His property didn’t start out as a wildlife nirvana. It’s, at its core, hardscrabble, thin-soiled land high in the mountains and needed decades of work by Dan’s family to get it to where it is today. Dan’s father added the property’s first pond in 1962. Dan himself has been making food plots for thirty years. Even though Dan lives in New Jersey and can only visit his land occasionally, over the years he’s achieved amazing results. And not just for deer, but also for turkeys, rabbits, fishers, bluebirds, hummingbirds, fish, amphibians, reptiles, and the innumerable other wildlife who call his property home.

[image: ]

Dan is quick to point out that you don’t need a huge property to benefit wildlife. This area below his house is only a few acres, yet it sports two built ponds that support fish, reptiles, amphibians, and ducks. If you look closely, you might also spy a bluebird box on the tree on the far left. And at the same time that it’s providing all this wildlife value, the area also supplies an amazing view of the valley below.

In my day job as a forester, I help landowners care for their woods in ways that protect land, water, and wildlife. Too often in that work, I hear a sense of hopelessness about the planet. There seems to be this view out there that all humans can do to nature is destroy it, and thus the best course of action is to stand out of nature’s way and let whatever happens happen.

I reject this pessimistic idea. What Dan’s land makes clear is that with knowledge, caring, and deliberate action, we can improve the lives of the creatures we share this world with.

You don’t need a ton of land to make a difference either. “Even something the size of this kitchen can be useful,” Dan told me during a lunch of venison chili, naturally (for reference, Dan’s kitchen was about 100 square feet). Whether you have a suburban backyard, a big rural property, or anything in between, there are projects you can do to make your land better for wildlife. It’s not about having endless acreage. It’s about making the most of the land you have.

That’s what this book is about. Over the next thirteen chapters, I’ll lay out 101 projects you can do to make your property more valuable to wildlife. Most of these projects are DIY, though a few call for professional help. Some require more land than others, but many are achievable even if you only own a backyard. It’s my hope that these projects will inspire you on your journey to benefit wildlife.

To take you further on that journey, I’ve included two lists in the back of this book: Beyond the Book and State Resources. Beyond the Book features websites to supplement certain projects, including how-to videos, stores to purchase materials, and professional contact lists. In State Resources, I’ve linked to local organizations that can help you like landowner groups and wildlife agencies.

The task of protecting North America’s wildlife can seem overwhelming. It’s easy to tune out and pretend wild animals are all far away in some park or national forest. But if you’re a landowner—no matter how small the acreage—you’re part of the exciting mystery that is the natural world. Don’t run from it. Embrace it.
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WHAT DO WILDLIFE
NEED, ANYWAY?



“Game cannot live in quarters provided only with beds, or only with dining rooms, or with neither. All animals, including ourselves, need both.”

—Aldo Leopold



It’s great to say we want to help wildlife, but what does that really mean? What makes a property better or worse for animals?

To answer these questions, let’s use an analogy. Suppose you wanted to throw a party. What would you need to provide so people showed up and had a good time?

If it’s a party like any where I’m from, the first item on your shopping list would be snacks. You’d likely have some foods that just about anyone would eat, but for the more adventurous, you might make a few specialty dishes. Not everyone would eat them, but those who did would love them. You’d also need plenty of drinks. All that conversation dries out my throat, so at parties you’ll often spot me with a cup or bottle in my hand.
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Wildlife like this American goldfinch need food, water, cover, and nesting spots. The space where an animal gets all these life needs is called its habitat.

Also on your list would be a large enough venue to hold your party. It’s hard for guests to mingle if the venue is so packed they can’t move. If you’re just inviting a few friends, your home would probably be big enough. But if you wanted fifty people to come, you might need to book somewhere with more room. And for the introverts in your circle, it would be helpful to have a quiet place they could go to escape the noise and recharge.

If you have kids, you know there’d need to be a place where they could go off on their own and play. Growing up, my family always had a kiddie table at holiday meals. That way the kids weren’t bored, and the adults could talk about adult stuff.

There are some extras you could throw in—music and games come to mind—but that covers the basics. To summarize, you’d need stuff to eat and drink, space to talk or escape the crowd, and a place for the kids. Get all that together, and your friends will be tripping over themselves to come over.

The same is true for wildlife. To attract wildlife to your property, the list of things you’ll need is pretty much the same as what you’d need for a party. I’m not sure what that says about us humans, but it makes sense—we are animals after all.

So if you want to host a wildlife party, what should be on your shopping list? We’ll review the basics in this chapter, and then the rest of this book will focus on specific projects that will help you meet these needs.


Food

Nobody comes to a party that doesn’t have food, at least nobody I know. To bring in wildlife, there are few more reliable ways than food. Food works because, for many animals, it’s the top worry in their lives. Often their other life needs are met without much concern, but they have a hard time finding enough of the right kinds of food.

That said, understand that feeding wildlife isn’t as simple as putting out a birdfeeder or a bucket of corn. In fact, putting out the wrong kind of food—or sometimes any food at all—can be downright harmful to wildlife.

In the coming chapters we’ll talk a little about artificial feeding, but in general, when I refer to feeding wildlife, I mean growing the native plants animals would eat if humans weren’t around. That’s harder than just putting out corn, but as we’ll discover, it’s healthier for both animals and your property.

The two biggest tricks to providing wildlife food are 1) ensuring all the necessary foods are available for the most diverse group of animals possible; and 2) making sure that variety is available all year long. Just like at your human party, different animals eat different things. Some critters will devour anything you put out, but most are picky. They may only eat a few species of plants or other animals. Some are so picky they will only eat one thing. If you don’t provide that food, that animal won’t be on your land, period.

Plant-eaters in particular tend to be fussy, and for good reason. Plants don’t want to be eaten any more than you or I do, but unlike us, plants can’t run away from predators. Their solution is to develop their own chemical mixes that are poisonous to whatever gnaws on them.

To counter those defenses, plant-eaters have developed ways to break down the plants’ poisons—often in the form of chemicals or friendly bacteria in their guts. The catch is that only certain chemicals will block certain poisons, and every plant’s mix is different. If you’re an animal whose species has spent the long millennia developing resistance to one plant’s poison, eating anything else will kill you.

This specialization is especially common in insect plant-eaters like caterpillars. Insect researcher Douglas Tallamy writes in his book Bringing Nature Home that as many as 90 percent of plant-eating insects are specialists.1 They can only eat one or at most a few types of plant. If your property doesn’t provide the specific plants these insects need, you’ll be denying your land 90 percent of the wildlife it could potentially have.

But who cares about a bunch of creepy-crawlies, right? Well, birds care. Nearly all land birds—96 percent of them—raise their young on insects and other invertebrates.2 It doesn’t matter if you’re setting out shovelfuls of birdseed. The adults might like it, but they can’t feed it to their kids. If you aren’t providing the food they need—insects—then you aren’t helping them as well as you could be.
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Insects and other invertebrates might seem like critters you wouldn’t want to encourage on your property, but their high protein content makes them an important food source for many animals, including this common yellowthroat.


Water

It’s said a person can go several weeks without eating but only a few days without water. I have no desire to test those limits, but what’s clear is that water is essential to human life.

The same is true of wildlife. Without water, animals won’t last long. You can put out all the food you want, but if local critters don’t have a clean, reliable water source, your effort will be wasted.

Fortunately, as important as water is, its access is rarely an issue for wildlife. In eastern states rain and snowfall are plentiful, and there are lots of streams, ponds, and lakes with year-round water. In the arid West, wildlife concentrate around water, and many species have adapted to use less water. Some get almost all the water they need from the food they eat, so they rarely need to drink water directly.

When it comes to water on your property, the issue isn’t usually one of quantity, but quality. Sure, wildlife may have access to a nearby pond or stream, but is that water clean enough for them to use? Even though the federal Clean Water Act was passed more than forty years ago, many US waterways are still polluted. Out of more than one million miles of streams and rivers surveyed by the US Environmental Protection Agency, more than half are considered “impaired.”3 That means they’re too polluted for their intended uses like fishing, swimming, and drinking.
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Adequate water is rarely an issue for wildlife, but access to clean water can be.

Most of this pollution comes not from single, massive factories, but instead from spread-out sources like farm and yard runoff. Each of these spread-out sources contributes small amounts of water pollution that together add up to big impacts. Because this pollution happens over a large area, it’s tough to reduce through traditional regulation. Instead, it’s up to each of us to care for our properties in ways that keep the water clean. Taking simple actions like reducing your use of lawn fertilizers and pesticides can add up to big benefits for the quality of your local rivers and streams.


Cover

Animals big and small need places to hide. They need places to escape the weather, be they desert squirrels burrowing to avoid the noon sun or bears denning up to survive winter’s chill. Others need places to escape predators; for example many songbirds love hawthorn because its two-inch thorns deter hawks.
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The long, sharp spines of hawthorn shrubs protect smaller animals like this house wren from predators.

Even predators need cover if they want to sneak up on prey. There are few wildcat images more recognizable than the cat’s face emerging from tall grass as it creeps toward its unsuspecting victim.

Often you can meet animals’ needs for cover if you meet their needs for food. Since wildlife and native plants have lived together a long time, wildlife have adjusted their seasonal activities around what the plants are doing. This is great news because it means that if you focus on providing a variety of native plants for wildlife to eat, you’ll also provide them with places to escape predators or hide from prey.
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The image of a cat emerging from leaves or brush is iconic for a reason. Wildcats like this bobcat rely on stealth and ambush to catch fast-moving prey. Photo credit: Steve Hillebrand, USFWS


A Place to Raise Young

Cover provides temporary refuge while animals forage. As they eat, it gives them somewhere to hide if a threat appears. But animals also need places they can stay for longer periods, places they feel safe enough to raise the next generation.

Many of the same conditions that make good cover also make good nesting areas. These need to be places with protection from the weather and predators, and they need to be close enough to food so both young and adults can eat.

Meeting wildlife’s need for nesting places calls for variety in your landscaping. Each animal has its own preferred place to raise a family. To help as many critters as possible, you’ll need potential nesting spots at multiple heights from below the ground to the tops of trees.
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Look out below! I almost stepped on this bird’s nest several years ago while hiking. The dense ground plants growing around it hid it from predators and people alike.


Space and Habitat

Food to eat. Water to drink. Havens to escape predators and raise children. Wildlife need a lot to survive, so it should come as no surprise that another wildlife need is enough space to find all of the other life needs.

The space that an animal operates in is called its “habitat.” You’ll hear me use that word a lot in this book, so it’s important to remember. A habitat is an area that provides an animal with all the food, water, cover, and nesting spots it needs to survive. When we talk about improving conditions for wildlife, we’re talking about increasing the amount or quality of their various habitats.

The space animals need for their habitats varies a lot by species. In general, the larger the animal, the more space it needs. Many caterpillars spend their entire pre-butterfly lives on a single branch of a single tree. Chestnut-sided warblers need a couple acres. Barred owls hunt over several hundred.4
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Large wildlife like these moose often range over huge areas to meet their needs. That’s why it’s important not only to help wildlife on your own property, but also to support the protection of remaining large blocks of open space. Photo credit: Ryan Hagerty, USFWS

Then there are the big mammals, creatures like elk, moose, and bear. These animals wander over thousands of acres in search of food, cover, and mates.

It’s important to realize the ranges wild animals, particularly large mammals, need to survive. You can do a lot to meet the needs of birds and butterflies, but even if you provide useful food and homes for larger creatures, those animals will never be permanent residents of your property. That’s okay though. As you provide more, and as your neighbors provide more, you can benefit these bigger wildlife along with the smaller critters.


Doesn’t Nature Provide This Stuff?

Before we leave this chapter and get into projects to help wildlife, it’s worth pausing a moment for an ethics question: should we bother? By making changes to our properties, especially our woods, aren’t we just playing God? After all, wildlife got by without our help for a long time.

Who are we to improve on nature?

Unfortunately, wildlife today face threats their ancestors never had to deal with, and most of them are our fault. Homes, roads, and lawns break up their habitats. Outdoor cats decimate their numbers. Inedible invasive plants replace the species they depend on for food.

Wildlife aren’t prepared for these challenges. That’s why wildlife nonprofits like the World Wide Fund for Nature and the National Wildlife Federation agree that habitat loss is the greatest threat wildlife face.5

Even in a place that seems wild, habitat loss can be a problem. Many of our forests today started out as farmland abandoned at some point in the twentieth century. The trees that have grown up are all about the same age and height, with little food or cover near the ground. These woods are a far cry from the diverse, old-growth forests wildlife used to live in. So while your woodland might feel like wildlife heaven, there’s still a lot of room for improvement to bring it back to what nature used to provide.

Improving wildlife habitat on your land isn’t about “one-upping” nature. It’s about working alongside nature to counteract the negative pressures humans have put on animals. That’s a job we can all get excited about, so let’s get to work.
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Even places that feel wild can be terrible for wildlife. This woodland seems like a great spot, but it provides little for animals. The dominant tree is Norway spruce, a widely planted European tree that few North American animals can eat. The ground cover is sparse and dominated by hay-scented fern. While native to North America, this fern also has low wildlife food value. More problematic, the dense shade from the spruce and ferns prevent other, more wildlife-friendly native plants from growing.
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GETTING STARTED


“The vast possibilities of our great future will become realities only if we make ourselves, in a sense, responsible for that future.”

—Gifford Pinchot



The US has thousands of wildlife species, each with its own requirements for food, water, cover, nesting spots, and space. Even with an unlimited budget and boundless enthusiasm, it would be impossible for you to provide all things for all wildlife on your property. You would run out of room.

Don’t worry; you can still benefit wildlife. To do that, you should plan your projects by choosing ones that will fit your available time, money, energy, and land while benefiting the greatest diversity of animals.

How do you know which projects those are? In this chapter, we’ll discuss seven activities that will help you figure out what you have and then use that information to narrow down the limitless possibilities.
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Nature is a complicated place. How do you decide which wildlife projects to pursue on your property? Getting a better understanding of what you have is a good place to start.


Project 1. Make a Property Map

Everything on your land has a place, and every project you do will too. Creating your own property map will help you think about your property as a whole and figure out where you want to focus your efforts. More important, it’s crucial to know what you have before you jump into projects to build upon it.

To make a property map, first get an aerial photo. These are easy to view and print for free thanks to Google Earth. You download the free software (I’ve included a URL in “Beyond the Book”), then zoom in to your property. From there you can print the map on whatever size paper you have. I recommend using the largest size you can so you have the most room to work with.

Once you’ve printed your aerial photo, grab some thin, brightly-colored markers and a white pencil to mark it up. A good place to start is to draw in your property lines as best you can. This will give you an idea of how much space you have to work with, as well as reveal a bird’s-eye view of what you own.
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Aerial photographs are excellent for getting a bird’s-eye view of your property and the landscape around it. They’re also easy to access through free online software like Google Earth. Photo credit: National Agriculture Imagery Program, USDA

With your boundary lines marked, next draw lines where your property changes plant types. For instance, separate areas of lawn from those with woods. Be as specific as you can. If you can designate between lawn and unmowed field, go for it. The same is true for separating conifer-dominated woods from those with a lot of broad-leafed trees. Different wildlife use these places in different ways. Being specific will help you know which projects make the most sense for your unique land arrangement.

If writing on your aerial photo is too hard to see, an alternative is to draw the map yourself on a blank piece of paper. This isn’t as hard as it sounds, especially if you keep the original, clean aerial photo next to you while you do it. Start by drawing your property’s border so it fills the page. Then sketch out the same divisions you would have marked on the aerial photo on your map. Don’t worry if it looks like something a first-grader hung on the fridge. You aren’t making an atlas. This map is just for you.

Another way to develop your property map is to use YardMap, a free website from the Nature Conservancy and the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. On YardMap, you set your property boundaries and mark spots on your land over an aerial photo just like you would on a paper map. The advantage to YardMap is that you can easily add, delete, and change parts of your map as you make changes to your land. You can save your map to a free profile, so it’s easy to return to it later. The site even has recommended projects to support particular wildlife groups like birds, pollinators, and dragonflies. I’ve included a link to YardMap in “Beyond the Book.”

[image: ]

I created this simple property map for a typical suburban lot in less than ten minutes on YardMap. The free website is a great way both to plan out projects and keep track of your efforts.

Your property map is never done. It can and should be a living document that is constantly updated as you and your land change. Found a new wetland? Mark it on your map. Installed a bluebird box? Show its location. Keeping your map updated will help you see the effects of your work.


Project 2. Complete the Property Checklist

Once you have your property map, the next step in planning is to gain a better sense of your land’s traits. Start by writing answers to these questions about your land:


• What’s the climate like where you are? Are the summers hot or cool? Wet or dry? Do you reliably get snow in the winter?

• What’s the lay of your land like? Is it flat? Steep? If you own a larger property, you may have a mix of both. Pairing a topographic map, which shows elevation, with your property map will help you answer these questions. I’ve included a link in Beyond the Book that explains how to add topographic maps to Google Earth.

• What’s growing on your land? What kinds of plants do you have? Is there plant growth at many heights, or only one? Are the plants on your land native, or do you have problems with invasive species?



There are scientific methods to answer these questions precisely, but you don’t need to be that detailed. At this point you’re just taking stock of what you have. It’s important not to let yourself get overwhelmed before you ever pick up a shovel or put a plant in the ground.

To help you take these questions further, I’ve included a “Property Checklist” appendix in the back of this book. It doesn’t require firm measurements, just that aerial photo of your property and an observant walk through your land. By filling out the Property Checklist and then comparing it with the paired “Recommended Percentages” guide, you’ll get a better sense of what your property has and, more important, what it’s missing.


Project 3. Figure Out What’s Missing

A core concept in wildlife biology is the “limiting factor.” The idea is that the life need in shortest supply sets the limit on the number of animals that can live somewhere. As an example, an animal can have all the food it wants, but if it has no place safe enough from predators to eat that food, it won’t stay in the area.

If you can figure out which life need is hardest to find on your property, you’ll shorten the number of potential projects you should start with. If your land has few nesting sites, for instance, putting out a birdfeeder won’t do much good because you aren’t addressing your land’s limiting factor.

Figuring out your property’s limiting factor can be tough. Just looking at your land, it may be hard to tell what’s missing. Moreover, “what’s missing” is relative. Again, different species have different needs. What’s in short supply for amphibians could be plentiful for birds.
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