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For better and worse, we humans shape the world around 
us. While there is a growing awareness about the global 
implications of  what we eat, what we wear, what we drive, 

and how we build, we’ve overlooked one of  the most significant 
factors of  our environmental “footprint”—our own backyards. 
Many people have their landscaping installed and maintained by 
professional landscapers who compete in a highly mechanized 
industry. But if  we begin to view our landscaping as habitat—as a 
support for life—we will begin to share our world with birds and 
butterflies and protect biodiversity for our children’s generation.

To make matters far worse, pesticides are liberally applied in 
order to keep this man-made world looking perfect. Herbicides (which 
poison unwanted plants in our American lawns), kill seven million 
birds every year, with suburban house cats killing a million more. 
But that’s not all: we Americans apply 14 million pounds of  pesticides 
(which kill bugs) to our lawns and gardens every year. Many of  
these chemicals are linked to the poisoning of  young children and 
pets, and are a factor in low birth-weights, miscarriages, cancer and 
other health concerns. While herbicides can be an effective tool in 
environmental stewardship—managing invasive species that would 
be difficult if  not impossible to control otherwise—their use in 
suburban landscapes is excessive, and often entirely unnecessary.

Lawn mowers and other small engines used to landscape contribute 
three percent of  the greenhouse gasses that are the cause of  global 
warming, a significant amount considering the relatively small size 
and infrequency of  use of  these machines. [try an old-fashioned 
push mower or new fangled, light-as-air electric mower—ed.] We 
put a huge amount of  time, money and resources into maintaining 
a monoculture of  turf  grass that contributes little to bio-diversity 

and causes unnecessary damage to our environment.
The good news: we can do a better job making the world a more 

beautiful place, with abundant and diverse life. It actually takes less 
time and money, and can be just as attractive and accessible. Further, 
we can include the welfare of  other species. What on earth, after all,  
is more peaceful than a garden full of  birds and butterflies? 

I serve as the Land Steward at the High Plains Environmental Center. 
[H.P.E.C.]. Created on land set aside by two of the more forward-
thinking developers, McStain and McWhinney, H.P.E.C. works to 
engage developers, builders, businesses and residents at Centerra’s 
3,000 acres (that’s big!) in making their mixed-use development a 
living lab. We’re talking community design, land stewardship and 
sustainable living in what would otherwise be another sprawling office 
park and suburb. Two-thirds of  H.P.E.C.’s own 275 acres is all open 
water and marshes. Ospreys nest within sight of  office buildings. 
Great Blue Herons hunt along the shores. Even pelicans stop to 
rest here on the course of  their spring and fall migrations. The rest 
is abandoned farmland, once filled with invasive plant species, now 
revegetated by native prairie grasses, shrubs and wildflowers. 

When most new housing developments or shopping centers are 
created, builders are required to build detention ponds to collect 
the runoff  from impermeable roads and rooftops. These detention 
ponds are usually ugly and unimaginative and offer little to wildlife. 
Detention ponds and other open spaces at Centerra are all considered 
opportunities for creating habitat. Though the cost for installation 
of  wildlife-friendly detention ponds is greater up front, the reduced 
cost of  maintenance saves money from there on out.  

Centerra homeowners are encouraged to adopt this approach as 
well, so the conservation areas, open spaces, detention ponds and 
residential backyards become one continuous ecological system. We 
refer to the concept of  creating habitat within a densely populated 
development as “Suburbitat.”   

Incremental changes can make a real difference in the larger 
scheme of things. The Suburbitat concept, when applied to our 
ever-increasing suburban sprawl, and to retrofit existing suburbs, can 
create millions of  acres of  wildlife habitat in America alone.  

Last summer, I attended the American Public Gardens Association 
[A.P.G.A.] National Conference in San Francisco entitled 
“Sustainability—Walking the Talk.” There was a lot of  bracing 
discussion about the worldwide decline of  biodiversity. Protecting 
native plant populations is essential to biodiversity because plants 
are the food-producing cornerstone of  all ecological systems. As 
representatives of  millions of  members, nation-wide public gardens 
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<< Centerra in  
Loveland., Colorado.
< An osprey nests on 
a platform erected by 
volunteer in winter 
2007. A pair of young 
ospreys occupied the 
nest in the spring of 
‘06, and the female is 
currently roosting on 
eggs, which  
have just hatched. 

About one and a half million new houses are 
built in the United States every year. Most of 
these homes, and their landscaped yards, take 
the place of agricultural lands or open spaces 
that formerly provided wildlife habitat. While 
ornamental trees and shrubs do provide some 
cover and forage for wildlife, the overall result 
of this transformation— from open space to 
suburban development—
	 is the decline in biodiversity. 
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are emerging as powerful advocates for plant conservation. 
America’s public gardens are waking up and realizing 
their power. At this year’s A.P.G.A. conference in D.C., 
directors of  public gardens will advocate directly with 
members of  Congress to help protect plant diversity.  

One of  the great ecological successes of  the last 
30 years is the story of  Ducks Unlimited, a sportsman’s 
organization that has, in an example of  enlightened self-
interest, worked to preserve waterfowl habitat—lakes, 
rivers and streams. Duck populations have increased 
significantly in a number of  states. We gardeners need 
to make a similar connection between our leisure 
pastime—America’s most popular—and protecting 
wild plants, the source of  our joy.

Around my home (on Colorado’s Front Range), human 
populations have grown rapidly, and native grasslands have declined. 
Native flora has been replaced, and millions of  gallons of  water 
are used to keep introduced plants on life-support. Because of  
this simple-minded, unrestrained consumption of  limited water 
resources, the damming of  our last wild rivers—including the well-
loved Cache La Poudre near Fort Collins—is being considered. It’s 
unfortunate because we don’t have to give up beauty or convenience. 
We can actually have more of  both. Our choice, rather, is between 
artificial or authentic. Sustainability is the ability to meet the needs of  
the present without compromising our ability to meet future needs. 
Sustainable horticulture is simply putting the right plant in the right 
place. Here in the Rocky Mountain West, this means using plants 
that flourish in low moisture, bright sun and high winds.

Aside from the countless native plants that thrive in your region, 
you can play with landscape plants from places all over the globe that 

enjoy similar climates. But without understanding what we’re doing, 
the introduction of  non-natives can have negative results. Plants 
such as tamarisk and yellow-flag iris, introduced as ornamentals, 
have taken over, clogging waterways and displacing native species. 

Beyond sustainability, there is the question of  aesthetics. 
Landscapes in the southwest, the Rockies and the coastal forest 
shouldn’t all look the same—like backyard versions of  a fast food 
chain, empty of  character and culture. Each region has its own 
beauty. That sense of  place-appropriate style can be celebrated in 
our landscapes, highlighting the ways in which plants and ecosystems 
thrive, everywhere. 

Extra, extra: for a list of plants appropriate to your region: 
iamelephant.com/currentissue  
    Jim Tolstrup has been a practitioner of Buddhist and 
indigenous wisdom traditions that foster a sacred relationship with 
the natural world for over 25 years: suburbitat.org.
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Blue Heron 

glides over the 
reservoir at 

HPEC, where 
wildlife habitat 

is protected, 
even nurtured, 

within a 
densely 

populated 
development.
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