
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

January 30, 2009

Be bold, go native

Immigration. It is on my mind a lot lately. How do we deal with this issue?
What is the best solution?

Is there truly a viable solution? Do we close our borders all together? What
happens to the aliens already here? Why am I rambling on about this in a
garden column? Because I’m talking about plants. What else did you think?

The idea of planting native plants is not new but it has taken on an urgency
that we can no longer ignore. The suburban gardener stands to play a very
influential role in this matter. We have clout. Our purchasing power is huge
and nurseries will respond to our demand.

By introducing foreigners, it is not only that some native plants that have been
edged out. The ecosystem has been drastically changed. Native insect
populations have been diminished. As it turns out, they are unable to feed on
most alien plants. It comes down to what is called co-evolution. Therefore, it is
not a simple matter of the insects adapting to the new plants. Native plants
and animals affect each other’s evolution. The process takes thousands of
years. So even if an alien plant has been around for a hundred years that is a
mere drop in the evolutionary ocean.

If we continue to focus on “pretty” gardens full of alien plants, then there will
eventually be a problem of great magnitude as a direct result of human
activity. Native insects will disappear and the food chain will be significantly
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affected.

The goal is a balanced garden

What we must aim for is a balanced community where plants and animals are
in a relationship that supports a healthy ecosystem. A garden in balance is not
about perfection. Strictly speaking, that sort of perfection is artificial and
contrived. Perfection is not to be equated to normal and healthy, except of
course when it comes to our children.

In a garden with proper checks and balances, there will be some leaf or fruit
damage but in general, there will be good health and productivity. With
natural predators present, the parasites affecting the plants are dealt with
routinely. There is no need for pesticides. I’m not trying to oversimplify. Just
take a look at woodland of native plants. You will see some leaf damage but in
general, there are healthy plants with healthy foliage and fruit. Nature is
taking care of her own.

This self-sustaining balance is only possible through complexity. Native plants
promote stability and self-regulation. Biodiversity establishes a good food web.
These complex habitats contain the natural enemies of the plant pests. That’s
why how we garden is relevant to the ecosystem.

Good garden design is not at conflict with a working ecosystem. It does not
need to be a prairie and appear to have gone to seed. Foundation beds need to
be wider and existing flower borders made larger. Plantings need to be dense.
More native and specimen trees should be planted. This automatically results
in reduced lawn space. Most lawns are not composed of native grasses in the
first place.

Less is best, when it comes to lawns

The scourge of our gardens, the Japanese Beetle, lay their eggs in the soil so
their larvae can feed on the roots of the grass. Less lawn will also mean less
food for those pests. The fact that lawns demand so much maintenance, water,
pesticides and fertilizers is enough reason for us to rethink our gardens.

So how are we going to deal with this “immigrant” issue in our own gardens?
There is thankfully not going to be any slash and burn policy. And it is not
going to be expensive. We approach the matter systematically and
pragmatically.

First, we look at our current plantings and see what is native and what is not.
Remember native and naturalized are not interchangeable terms. Naturalized
refers to a plant that is established but has not co-evolved with other plants
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and animals. They typically do not pass energy up the food chain. Bear in mind
that even plants that have been around for a while, like lilacs or peonies, are
from foreign shores. As much as they appear native, they are not. Although
they are hardy and mostly resistant to pests (because, native bugs cannot eat
them), they do very little in contributing to the balancing of the ecosystem.
This may not seem so bad right now but down the road it all adds up.

Now, to complicate matters, many fruits and vegetables are not native either.
We are certainly not going to eliminate them. Vegetables are mostly annuals
and the way I see it, they are not threatening anything and are crucial to our
own species. Fruit trees are indeed here to stay. A certain compromise is
necessary. Food essential to mankind is exempt.

Suggestions on how to go native

Here are some suggestions on how to go native. From now on, when an alien
plant bites the dust, replace it with a native that is similar in size, texture and
color. Do your research and become familiar with the native choices. Redesign
small parts of existing gardens and plant with natives. Trade in lawn space for
native trees, borders and other ground covers.

I have resolved to garden more mindfully and put into practice the above
suggestions. Knowing what I do now, I cannot in good conscience do
otherwise. However, when it comes to my Achilles heel, I am not so willing.
Bulbs are my weakness. I have not found any data thus far advising against the
planting of bulbs. They are probably not harmful or invasive but do precious
little to help the food chain.  Perhaps one day in the future I will be more
willing to go without. I am at the moment waiting for someone who researches
the subject to get back to me. I shall pass on any new information to you.

So in the case of plants in our gardens, we keep the aliens that are already in
residence but we close the borders to any future ones. The suburban gardener
can lead the way in restoring biodiversity and creating a sustainable garden
ecosystem. Go ahead, be a pioneer.

To learn more on this subject, read “Bringing Nature Home” by Douglas W.
Tallamy. It is full of valuable information but tends to read like a serious text
book, not surprising since he is a professor.
I also highly recommend that you visit the Native Plant Center at Westchester
Community College. Better yet, become a member and you will be notified of
sales and other events.

On February 5, at 10:00 a.m., there will be a talk on “Raising Healthy Families
In A Toxic World: Making Changes In Our Own Backyard.” It will be held at the
First Congregational Church, 210 Orchard Ridge Road, Chappaqua. It is being
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sponsored jointly by the League of Women Voters and the Chappaqua Garden
Club. Rather timely, don’t you think?

Editor’s note: We asked Shobha to let us photograph some of her paintings, to
help us remember what it’s like to be out from under snow and ice.  Here are
some:
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