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HOW TO TURN YOUR GARDEN INTO A BIRD HAVEN
By Anita Garrett-Roe
Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
　
Have you thought about how our birds get their drinking water? They seek out places where they can find a reliable water source. Even though we can cut back on the water we use on our yards, the birds cannot cut back on the drinking water they need. I like to think of our birds as “flying flowers” because they are so rewarding to watch and are a gift to us from nature. 

We are fortunate to live in the migratory path of many different species of birds, and you will be amazed at what will turn up in your yard, and perhaps decide to nest, if you provide a steady water source.

A fun family activity would be to make a watering station for birds. Think about where you can position it, so you will be able to see it from inside your house. You can buy a birdbath, but it is not necessary to spend a lot of money in order to provide a source of fresh drinking water to the birds. Look around for containers you already have.  A deep pan might work well. Set some rocks or use water plants in the water source so that the birds will have a place to land. As they say, “build it and they will come.” The birds will find the water if you consistently offer fresh water for them to drink. 

Pick a location that is handy to you, from the standpoint of refilling it with fresh water. It is a lot easier to remember to pour in some fresh water for the birds if you see it easily, such as on your way out to the car in the morning, or if it is in the backyard, in full view of a window. 

To prevent your water source from becoming a breeding ground for mosquitoes, throw in some mosquito cakes, available at garden centers and hardware stores, which prevent the growth of mosquito larvae.  
A more elaborate water feature can be made by digging a hole in the ground, smoothing out the base with sand, and then adding a strong waterproof liner.  Most birds need fairly shallow water for a drinking station, and even for bathing only need a few inches of depth.  If you do want to make a deep water feature, please note that according to Texas law, a water feature can be placed in your front yard as long as it is within your property line, and is no deeper than 20 inches.  If it is deeper than 20 inches, then you must fence around it, to prevent injuries to children.
Once you fill it with water, add some plants that love to have “wet feet, “like cannas, Louisiana Iris, reeds, water lilies, or anything else that grows in very wet conditions. These are usually referred to as “bog” plants. It is easy to install the plants. Just put the entire pot into the water, simple as that! The addition of interesting rocks and garden statuary can help showcase your water feature and be a fun family activity to design. 

There is no need to use mosquito cakes or worry about mosquitoes breeding in the water if you add some little fish from the pet store! These fish will eat every mosquito larvae that shows up in your pond. It is a good idea to provide the fish a place to hide among some plants, because birds are going to discover that these little fish also make nice snacks. Over time, these fish will make more fish and you will have a continual supply or mosquito larvae eaters working around the clock. Expensive orange goldfish, known to grow to be about 7 inches long, do not damage the roots of your aquatic plants.

The hardware stores have simple kits for oxygenating the water to keep it fresh for the fish. Once you have the water feature set up, it will provide years of enjoyment for you, plus much needed water for the birds.

All of these birds coming and going will result in your yard automatically being de-bugged. Some of the birds will be quick to dive in and eat the insects they see in your yard. Others will carry away seeds to drop in other places. You will see birds coming by to splash in the water and have a refreshing drink. Soon, when you go outside, you will hear the chirping of many different species of birds. They are so happy to have a place to come where they can have a reliable station to get water. The birds are our friends, our flying flowers, so let’s give them some water to drink! You will have the “birdiest” yard on the block!

If you have questions about plants that grow well in our coastal area, experts  are available to answer questions regarding particular plants and assist with placement and requirements of sun. To find out more information call 361-790-0103 or go to our web site at:  www.aspmastergardeners.org. 
Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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