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The teeth in the Endangered Species Act is not the protection
of a species itself but protection of its habitat. If a species can
no longer find the plant or plant community it needs to sur-
vive, even our best efforts won’t save it. Habitat protection and
creation are vital to the sustainability of any wildlife species.

Habitat, be it in the wild or a backyard, is essentially a holistic environment suit-
able for animal life. It is a three-dimensional space composed of a single, defining
element: plants. For wildlife, plants serve diverse roles
from protection to food and nesting materials.

A most common myopic approach to wildlife gar-
dening focuses on a particular form, such as a butterfly.
This one-dimensional view can cause unexpected
results. Nectar-rich species as well as larval food plants
draw butterflies and encourage them to reproduce.
While this may seem desirable, it can lead to high popu-
lations of destructive butterfly larvae. Without birds to
reduce these larval populations, there can be significant
damage to other plants. This illustrates why encourag-
ing customers to create a diverse, holistic habitat is far
more successful in the long run than drawing in certain
types of wildlife singularly. It ensures the proper balance
of predator and prey and provides greater opportunity
to sell wildlife-friendly plants.

Plant Communities
The botanical world is broken down into plant com-

munities defined by dominant signature species. In
field guides and floras of different states you will find
these models defined and the plants revealed. This is
the best way to learn the model of habitat gardens
using plants native to the region naturally grouped together. From these come
the plants most well recognized by local wildlife.

There are two ways to approach a habitat garden creation depending on the

size and location of a project. Open suburban lots and rural properties should
strive for habitats composed of locally native species. This eliminates the chance
of inadvertently introducing invasives into surrounding wildlands.  

These familiar food sources may support some very specific plant-to-animal
relationships. A good example is yucca moth. Neither the yucca plant nor the
moth is capable of reproducing independently of the other. Bush lupine is a
vital habitat species for the endangered mission blue butterfly. Creating hand

outs to highlight some of these fascinating connections
between local plant and animal life can open up a
whole new world to an interested customer.

For urban and high-density suburban communi-
ties, adding non-native species to the plant palette
provides a much richer diet to wildlife in the lean sea-
sons. It also gives the design a more versatile aesthetic
in a variety of styles. The key is to assess the exotic
plant for its habitat contribution potential. For exam-
ple, Asian-origin pyracantha, flowering cherries and
roses all have a great deal of beauty and food to offer.
This mixed garden can draw from the world’s most
attractive cultivated plants with their nectar-rich flow-
ers, berries, seeds and nuts. 

Building Layers
The key to success is thinking of the habitat garden

as composed of layers. This helps customers under-
stand why just one plant does not make a wildlife gar-
den. You also have the opportunity to promote a vast
range of seasonal color, unique forms and interesting
textures to enhance the garden’s character. Stressing
this layered approach improves sales through more

numerous and diverse plant choices.
Canopy. The highest layer is the canopy, which is composed of evergreen

and deciduous trees. The best choices are food plants offering spring flower

NN AA TT UU RR EE   PP RR OO DD UU CC TT SS

2 0 L A W N &  G A R D E N R E T A I L E R M A R C H 2 0 0 6

Left: Though not native to North America, buddleia cultivars attract butterflies and bloom in the warmer months. Middle: When ducklings are present, the need for cover is far more important, particularly at
water sources where predators lurk. Right: Even shallow, urban water gardens draw a great deal of wildlife to a holistic habitat. (Photos courtesy of Maureen Gilmer)

Holistic habitats invite birds to gardens where they will
nest if enough food is present.

Show your customers how they can plant for welcome wildlife in their yards.

By Maureen Gilmer

Living, Breathing 

Habitat
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nectar, fruits over summer and fall, and nuts into winter. Dense branching
also provides for prolific nest building.  

If a customer has a standing, dead tree that is not hazardous, be sure to
mention its value to cavity-nesting birds. In England, it’s not uncommon to
use these as a natural trellis for climbing roses and wisteria, so be prepared to
promote vines such as native honeysuckle.

Understory. The understory layer is dominated by small trees, shrubs and
vines. These exist beneath shade tree canopies in protected, filtered light.
Understory species such as dogwood and flowering currant offer nutritionally
rich beauty and visual interest to tree-shaded gardens.  

Outside the tree canopy on the same layer are other shrubby plant commu-
nities such as chaparral. These thickets offer vital cover for small animals from
predators. Shrubs are excellent for creating protective thickets, particularly at
water sources where predators such as hawks or even house cats are common. 

Ground-dwelling herbaceous plants provide valuable cover and fresh greens
to many species. Collectively, the broadleaf species are known as forbs, which
occur on the floor of hardwood and evergreen woodlands beneath the under-
story. Forbs include ferns, sedges, smaller perennials and annual wildflowers. 

Forbs occur in conjunction with grassland plant communities, too, such as
prairie and meadow. Purple coneflower, which offers nectar for bees and but-
terflies and autumn seed for birds, originates on the prairie. In drier settings,
Asclepias tuberosa, a milkweed, is both a nectar producer and a larval food
plant for butterflies.

Grasses. Do not underestimate the value of grasses. They offer easy beauty
with habitat values in every season. Soft green sprouts feed hungry herbivores
at winter’s end. Communities of grasses shelter whole populations of small
animals and provide soft nesting materials. In late summer they produce an
abundant crop of seed that lasts into winter. Their dense tussocks make well-
insulated nesting sites underground.  

Quenching The Thirst
The mantra of habitat is food-cover-water. The third item on this list is

found among American wetlands, some of our most vital reproductive habi-
tats. The traditional birdbath is not the best substitute for water holes, but
water gardens are ideal and offer far greater potential for sales.   

Water garden depths are less likely to overheat or evaporate in the sum-
mer, and they are large enough to contain water plants that offer an inviting
habitat to dragonflies. A huge range of animals — from birds to raccoons —
will be drawn to water. Be sure to include non-toxic mosquito dunks or mos-
quito fish to naturally control the pests that carry West Nile virus.

In the wild, predators hunt at dawn and dusk at water holes when prey
species come to drink. It is also a place where youngsters are most vulnerable.
Adequate cover in this area provides a sheltered place to approach the water
and wait for a safe time to drink.  

Providing The Information
Provide your customers with plant material and informational plant lists to

help them zero in on the most vital habitat species. The National Resources
Conservation Service, a division of the USDA, offers an excellent ready-to-
copy, illustrated, six-page pdf you can download and print for customers.
Entitled Wildlife Habitat, it is copyright free and professionally designed.
You’ll find this freebie and other useful wildlife garden tip sheets at
www.ncrs.usda.gov/feature/backyard.

Americans are more wildlife conscious than ever before. Most appreciate
the value of birds as natural pest control that reduces pesticide use and helps
protect the environment. The joy of observing birds, butterflies and other
wild species encourages customers to remain avid gardeners. Only this holistic
approach can transform every customer’s static garden into a living, breath-
ing, four-season, three-dimensional habitat.

Maureen Gilmer is an author and TV personality in Palm Springs, Calif. She appears regu-
larly on Do It Yourself Network’s (DIY) “Weekend Gardening,” a program featuring week-
end projects for the intermediate gardener that make gardens thrive. She can be reached
at mo@moplants.com.
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Birdseed 
Wild Delight Woodpecker,
Nuthatch and Chickadee
Food is available in a 20-lb.
bag. The food contains
hulled seeds, fruits and nuts.
D&D Commodities. (800)
543-3308. Write in 1505

Deer repellent 
Deer Scram is a granular,
organic deer and rabbit repel-
lent. It is available in 21⁄2-,
6- and 25-lb. pails. Deer
Scram is sprinkled as a
barr ier str ip around
groups of edible plants or
shrubs. It should not wash
off in the rain. Deer Scram.
(877) 337-2726. Write in 1410

Gourd 
birdhouse 
This multi-gourd bird-
house is made from
three extra-long gourds
painted in many colors.
Country Originals. (800)
249-4229. Write in 1504

Decorative
bird feeder 
The tree-trunk bunny
feeder features four rab-
bit figures resting on a
tree trunk. It measures
51⁄2 x 6 x 53⁄4 inches.
Caffco International. (800) 627-1387. Write in 1501

Stone birdbath 
The Classic Birdbath measures
32 x 23 x 23 inches and
weighs 180 lbs. It is made of
cast stone and can be placed
in the yard or garden. Each
piece is individually molded
and hand detailed by crafts-
men. Kansas City Art Statuary.
(888) 261-3929. Write in 1507

Bird-shaped
feeder 
This bird feeder is
cast in polyresin and
has a wooden frame
and hand-painted
details. It is also avail-
able as a birdhouse
and in seven bird styles. Red Carpet
Studios. (877) 985-0405. Write in 1508 �

M A R C H 2 0 0 6   L A W N &  G A R D E N R E T A I L E R 2 1

*20_PFnatureproducts.qxd  3/1/06  5:52 PM  Page 21

http://www.lgrmag.com/lm.cfm/lg030602

