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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

GARDENING ON THE “WILD” SIDE

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM   Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio County


In the past, grass - perfectly manicured, fertilized, watered, and mown –was the measure of a home gardener’s expertise. A beautiful lawn guaranteed ‘green thumb’ status to any homeowner willing to commit the time, effort, and expense to maintain it.

However, recent pronouncements concerning global warming, loss of wildlife habitat, and recognition of other negative footprints left by mankind has the gardening world rethinking just what constitutes “good gardening practices”.


Lawns consume the vast majority of irrigation used by gardeners. And, along with non-organic vegetable gardening, require the most synthetic fertilizer. Added to this ecological burden is the gas consumption of the typical mower and its resultant air and noise pollution. It’s no wonder many gardeners are searching for ways to turn residential gardening into a positive, not negative, impact on our environment.


One easy, fun, and significantly less expensive option is to replace most of your lawn with a garden designed to provide the three basic needs of a wildlife habitat; food, shelter, and water.  Now we’re not talking about attracting grizzly bears; just birds, squirrels, frogs, lizards, butterflies, dragonflies, and other beneficial wildlife, which can turn a monoculture of lawn into a vibrant oasis of life.


In order to accomplish this feat it is important to try and utilize trees and plants native to North America and, preferably, to the Coastal Bend. Doing so will mean much better plant survival with a minimum of effort and watering expense. Plus, the resulting landscape will be familiar and inviting to our wildlife friends. Try to choose plants and trees that provide food for wildlife as well as cover. Layer plants of different heights to more closely mimic nature. This allows wildlife to choose areas they find most comfortable and secure. You can supplement your natural plantings with feeding stations, nesting boxes and birdhouses, rock piles, brush piles and other garden elements. It isn’t necessary to eliminate all your lawn, especially if you have children who enjoy playing outside. Even a small area devoted to a natural habitat can reap tremendous rewards.


Establishing a “Wildscape” does NOT mean you must forgo your favorite tropical shrub or fragrant flowering rosebush. Just try to keep those plantings requiring more labor, water, and fertilizer to a minimum. Group thirstier plants together to minimize watering needs and use drip irrigation, if possible. Divide your yard into “theme” areas such as a rose garden, tropical garden, or cutting garden utilizing plants with similar requirements in each. 


One important component in a wildscape that can provide countless hours of peaceful relaxation for the homeowner, is a water feature. It can be as simple as a birdbath or as elaborate as a multi-layered waterfall into a pond.  Regardless, the sight and sound of water, as well as the wildlife it will attract, adds immeasurably to any home landscape.

Make sure any large water feature is within a safe enclosure such as a privacy fence. If you have infants or toddlers, a birdbath can suffice until your children are older. Just remember to clean birdbaths on a regular basis to remove algae buildup and prevent mosquito larva from hatching.


Homeowners who embrace the concept of a natural habitat or wildscaping can receive recognition for their effort through the National Wildlife Federation Backyard Habitat Program as well as through Texas Parks and Wildlife’s “Texas Wildscapes” Certification Program. Both programs require the homeowner to certify 50% of their plants as native to their ecoregion. More information about each program can be obtained by visiting the National Wildlife Federation at www.NWF.org and Texas Parks and Wildlife at www.tpwd.state.tx.us/wildscapes.


One individual gardener CAN make a difference. Examine your landscape and make a point of establishing at least one area, regardless how small, as a wildlife habitat. You… and your great grandchildren…will be glad you did.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

