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HOMEGROWN

Alternatives to invasive plants preferred

By ROSEMARY MCCREARY
FOR THE PRESS DEMOCRAT


There was once a time when most of us gave little or no thought to the threat posed by invasive plants. But it's become a big issue, and we don't have to look very far to find reason for concern. Ludwigia in the Laguna de Santa Rosa is headline news in Sonoma County. It's taking a monumental effort to clear out miles of the channel to prevent mosquitoes from breeding and spreading the West Nile virus and to restore bankside vegetation that supports land-dwelling fauna and birds.

In my own neighborhood where fill dirt has been dumped alongside roads and driveways, wild Himalayan blackberries (Rubus discolor) and French, Scotch, and Spanish broom (Genista monspessulana, Cytisus scoparius, and Spartium junceum) have taken over.

Pampas grass (Cortaderia jubata) has escaped from a nearby garden and is popping up in tough clumps along ditches. Myrtle, aka periwinkle (Vinca major), and English ivy (Hedera helix) are choking stream banks and covering trees.

Organizations like The Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation (www.l agunafoundation.org) and the California Native Plant Society (www.cnpsmb.org) are helping to preserve and restore wildlife areas, but the effort to protect habitats on public and private lands rests not just with service agencies, it depends on each of us.

The Invasive Plant Committee of the Sonoma-Marin Weed Management District and other conservation groups are embarking on a campaign to raise public awareness of our own seemingly innocent contribution to the problem.

Who? Me? is the usual reaction. How can that be? We need only look at Ludwigia for an answer. It likely entered the Laguna when someone dumped it from an aquarium. It quickly became an example of a single species wasteland that robs our native birds, insects, amphibians, and mammals of the diversity of plants they need to survive.

Truth is that nearly half of the threatened and endangered plants and animals throughout the United States are in peril because they're being smothered by exotic plants that have escaped from our gardens. Originally, they did so innocently enough when we had no notion that garden plants from the nursery could run amok. But we can no longer ignore the wanton reproductive dangers of a certain few. So what to do?

Taking steps


• Gardeners can help restore habitats by removing invasive plants from home gardens and replacing them with native and other climate-appropriate, noninvasive species.

• We need to make alternate selections when we go plant shopping and ask about a plant's invasive tendencies. Besides avoiding troublesome invasive plants, ask the nursery to avoid selling them. Instead of selecting a cotoneaster, for example, choose toyon (Heteromeles) or dwarf coyote brush (Baccharis). And never plant an invasive broom, colorful as the blossoms may be.

• Support nurseries, especially local native-plant nurseries, that stock eco-friendly plants and let them know about your concerns.

• For other ideas and lists of plants to avoid, consult the Invasive Plant Council Web site, www.cal-ipc.org.

A few hints


• In a dedicated native plant garden, let plants self-sow and fill in where they will. Milkweed (Asclepias), for example - a food plant for caterpillars - spreads itself around here and there, always mingling in a mild manner and creating a welcome spot for butterflies.

• Plant trees and shrubs native to your microclimate on slopes to hold soil. From ancient times, species persevered in our dry summers because their deep roots could access water far beneath the soil. During heavy rains, waterlogged hillsides are more stable when they're when covered with deep-rooted plants. Nonnative ornamentals have shallower roots.

• Look for diversity among plants labeled as "habitat" plants so that you'll provide food, shelter, and nesting for several species. Evergreen shrubs are essential for year-round shelter and nesting for birds while plants like Queen Anne's lace feed beneficial insects.

• Be willing to part with your plants. It's easy to relinquish ornamental berries as food for wild creatures, but other plant parts can be food, too. Yellow and black striped larvae of the beautiful anise swallowtail butterfly, for example, will munch on your parsley.

Plant sales


If you hurry today, you can catch the Santa Rosa Garden Club 's annual fund-raising plant sale at the Luther Burbank Art & Garden Center, 2050 Yulupa in Santa Rosa. The earlier, the better, but doors will be open from 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. for a wide selection.

Next week is the annual Harvest for the Hungry Garden sale at 1717 Yulupa behind Christ Methodist Church. This 9 a.m. to 3 p.m. sale specializes in organic vegetables and flowers that volunteers start themselves, but they also will have selections of natives, plants from Beeman's Blooms and Annie's Annuals and Bloomfield Bees products. Proceeds support the garden, which supplies produce to the Food Bank and other charities.

You'll have two chances to catch the plant sale at the Luther Burbank Farm, 7781 Bodega Ave.in Sebastopol, Saturday and Sunday, April 29 & 30. It coincides with the annual open house, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. both days. While you're there, support the raffle to raise funds for repairing winter storm damage to the farm.
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