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Is Your Garden Killing the Earth? –  
Ceil Weldon 

This past spring, Dana Milbank, wrote an eye-opening 
opinion piece on how common gardening practices and 
suburban lawn care is killing the biodiversity of our na-
tive flora and fauna. 

The majority of our neighborhoods consist of planting 
grass covered lawns and planted landscaping of knock-
out roses, encore azaleas, a merlot redbud, summer 
snowflake viburnums, genie magnolias, and burning 
bush among others.  These are intermixed with day lil-
ies, tulips, peonies, forsythia and more.  

While all of this makes the neighborhood look neat and 
colorful, it is a mix of ecological junk food and horticul-
tural terrorists – offering nothing of value and in some 
instances actually doing harm.  This method of garden-
ing is dooming the world’s biodiversity and causing the 
near-term extinction of as many as 1 million plant and 
animal species because of habitat loss.   

To help mitigate the damage humans are causing to the 
planet the best place to start is your back yard.   

The United Nations estimates that 1 in 8 species on the 
planet are threatened with extinction, many will occur 
within decades.  Lose our plants and we lose our ani-
mals – including people.  Here in the United States ur-
ban sprawl is worsening both climate change and habi-
tat loss.  Lawns and those useless, ubiquitous cultivars 
of trees, shrubs and perennials sold by the major garden 
centers, are squelching the genetic variety nature needs 
to adapt to climate change.  If suburban gardeners 
would remove those plants that are invasive and actually 
harmful to insects and animals, and instead plant native 
plants and one or more trees, you would have less lawn 
and a more sustainable habitat.  Ultimately Doug Talla-
my, entomologist and author, wants to cut lawn acreage 
in half but says there is room for compromise.   

Despite the daunting obstacles, it doesn’t have to be that 
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Is Your Garden Killing the Earth? – Cont. 

hard to do the Earth some good.  NOW is when to start by Leaving your Leaves.   

This means the strategic placement of leaves and yard debris in garden beds, under tree canopies, and in 
compost piles for the following benefits:                                                            

Provides Habitat – fallen leaves, dried stems, grasses and fallen twigs provide essential cover for many 
types of wildlife to survive the colder months including the marbled salamander and eastern box 
turtle.  

Keeps Organic Matter Out of Landfill – leaving leaves can help reduce the volume of organic material 
being sent to landfills and the amount of greenhouse gasses (methane) contributing to climate 
change. 

Keeping Leaves Saves You Money and Time – leaving the leaves does not require bagging and piling 
leaves into the street for pick up.  Fallen leaves are a natural mulch and fertilizer for your landscape.  
It’s a form of recycling/reusing.   

This Does Not Mean: leaving leaves and debris all over lawns and driveways or piling up against your house.  
It’s about using fallen leaves on your property that support the natural world rather than throwing them 
away.  

Eastern Black Walnut  (Juglans nigra) is native to North America and grows throughout central and east-
ern United States.  These deciduous trees thrive in rich, moist woodlands and are shade intolerant. They 
reach maturity in 150 years, growing 70-90 feet tall and 2-3 feet in 
diameter.  Trees can be planted by purchasing a potted plant or by 
germinating fallen nuts: walnut trees have a deep tap root that 
makes transplanting difficult. Walnut numbers are increasing due 
to epidemics that have affected other tree species including the em-
erald ash borer, chestnut blight, butternut canker, wooly hemlock 
adelgid, dogwood anthracnose, Dutch elm disease and spongy 
moth.  Walnut trees are often attacked by caterpillars and the spe-
cies is susceptible to anthracnose, which defoliates trees for the sea-
son. 

Walnuts emit the chemical juglone which inhibits the growth of 
many plants.  This allelopathic effect is especially toxic to tomatoes, potatoes and apples; they should be 
planted 50 feet beyond the drip line of the mature tree.  A list of plants that are not affected by juglone is 
found here: https://extension.psu.edu/landscaping-and-gardening-around-walnuts-and-other-juglone-
producing-plants. 

Walnut trees are highly prized for their beautiful, dark hardwood.  There is medicinal value in the bark 
and hulls, the shells of the nuts are used as an abrasive in sand blasting or other cleaning processes, dyes 
and tinctures can be made, and the nuts are a valuable food source for turkeys, squirrels, bear, raccoons 
and humans.   Many resources are available on the internet if you wish to collect and process walnuts for 
personal consumption, although the process is not for the faint-hearted!  The hard hulls must be removed 
by stomping (watch out for the stain!), washed, (removing the bad ones, which will float), dried, the shells 
must be cracked, the meats removed and then roasted or eaten raw.  You Tube has plenty of advice! 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6t1EoTlvd7g  

https://extension.psu.edu/landscaping-and-gardening-around-walnuts-and-other-juglone-producing-plants
https://extension.psu.edu/landscaping-and-gardening-around-walnuts-and-other-juglone-producing-plants
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6t1EoTlvd7g
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Plant 

• Garlic (Hardneck) 

 

Cover Crops 

• Oats (easiest to 
kill) 

• Cereal Rye 

• Triticale 

• Hairy Vetch 

Digging Deeper – Molly Gassaway 

After last month’s meeting, we were lucky enough to get to watch 
a presentation by horticulturist, biologist, and author Heather 
Holm entitled, “Bumble Bee Banquet: Selecting Native Plants for 
Bumble Bees.”  While honeybees are highly social, nest in hives, 
and have perennial colonies, Holm’s favorites the bumblebees, 
are solitary, nest in the ground or in cavities, have an annual life 
cycle, don’t produce honey.   Holm was full of fun facts about 
bumblebees, here are some highlights: 

There are 250 species of 
bumble bees worldwide, 
46 bumblebee species in 
the US, and 21 bumble 
bee species east of the 
Mississippi River. 

Bumble bees are efficient 
and effective pollinators 
of many flowering plants, demonstrating floral constancy 
(foraging from one flower to the next of the same species). 

Their large size enables them to manipulate complex 
flowers and their long tongues allow them to access 
concealed nectaries. 

Bumblebees pollinate through “buzz pollina-
tion” (sonication) which means they can extract more 
pollen from flowers than bees that cannot. 

In order to attract these native bees, homeowners need 
to offer a diversity of native flowering plants, especially 
in the spring.  Holm recommended: Dutchman’s 
Breeches, Waterleaf, Jacob’s Ladder, Willow, Plum, 
Currant and Gooseberries, Wild Geranium, Bluebells, 

Violets, & Redbuds. 

Bumble bees are significant pollinators of many agricultural 
crop including currants/gooseberries, blueberries, apples, 
cherries, plums, raspberries, tomatoes, eggplant & pep-
pers. 

If you’re interested in finding out more, look up Heather Holm on 
YouTube, where you will see oodles and oodles of videos she has 
made as well as slideshows of her presentations.  


