The BoTANative Garden:
The Value of Creating a Backyard Habitat
by M. Hedgecock, 2005 for Caliso Learning 
Imagine waking up to see a cottontail rabbit family as they forage native plants just outside your window, watching the aerial ballet of a tiny hummingbird traveling from blossom to colorful blossom, or even spotting a friendly king snake basking in the safe haven of your native plant habitat! You can encourage native wildlife to visit your home or school by carefully selecting native desert plants for landscaping in your yard.  

With valley growth on the rise, we see development reaching deeper into the surrounding wild habitat. Native species are forced to quickly adapt to these sudden, unnatural changes while local plant and animal habitats become increasingly threatened.  This habitat fragmentation is of growing concern for the ecologist and biologist who monitor and study the impacts of disappearing habitats on our native species. 

When homeowners and businesses landscape with native plants, it can help some local species overcome these disturbances by providing valuable stops where smaller animals can replenish and find shelter in between natural habitats. Birds, insects, small mammals and reptiles can take advantage of these urban corridors if there are enough resources to carry them through to the abundance of resources found in their original natural wild lands. 

Your conscience effort to choose native desert plants help to conserve our precious natural resources and give local species a chance to succeed in critical pockets of neighborhood habitats.  Through the simple act of saving water you can enjoy low-maintenance landscaping and the peaceful desert wilds these plants will offer right in your own yard environment.  The fragrance and color of the flowers as well as the seeds that follow are a great way to attract watch-able wildlife while providing natural habitat important to the survival of several native species.

It’s fun to plan a native plant garden! The creative options are limitless and it is an excellent way to introduce your class or school to a botanical garden project available for study all year, by integrating life/earth/social sciences, science fair projects, math, art, language arts and so much more. You can choose plant species by: 

· Leaf or flower color,

· Planting a weird and wonderful succulent garden…

· Going cuckoo for cactus!

· Growing plants that attract butterflies or hummingbirds,

· Picking historical plants that the ancient Cahuilla relied on;

· Even creating your own shady oasis with plenty of native fan palms! 

The ideas are as numerous in variety as the animals they will attract and the knowledge to be gained.

Remember, you can help keep wild areas connected with vital habitat corridors within developments. It’s as easy as planting native plants, which in turn may help smaller native animal species to survive long enough to adapt to sudden environmental changes and increase their chance of overall survival. Monitor the impact of your choices by documenting the animals that visit your native yard environment. Or concentrate on just one of your favorite native plants to discover just how many different species rely on it for nesting, food, shelter and material.

The accompanying plant list briefly describes some of the native, water-conserving plants found in several demonstration gardens around the valley. You can check out park visitor’s centers, water agencies, botanical gardens and some city parks to see how low-water desert plants are used in native landscaping. All of these plants require very little water, are low-maintenance and thrive in our desert climate. *In fact, most require so little water that some species can be deep watered just once in an entire year, once they are established. **One exception is the California Fan Palm (Washingtonia filifera), an Ice Age native that requires a tiny, yet steady trickle of water. 

Many local nurseries can order the plants described in this list if provided with the botanical names shown in italics.  Such requests not only help you obtain the plant species you desire, but also encourage nurseries to stock native, water conservative plants. The Living Desert Plant Nursery as well as Bob Williams Nursery are wonderful local sources for Coachella Valley native plants, with a knowledgeable staff to help you plan your garden and necessary plant care.

PLANTS ARE LISTED IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER, 

BY COMMON NAME

BEAVERTAIL CACTUS – Opuntia basilaris

A cactus that produces magnificent red to fuscia blossoms in spring.  Never requires pruning, but does best with one deep watering in fall and one in winter. A variety of animals eat the succulent stems and juicy fruit. PSDM 

BRITTLEBUSH – Encelia farinose

One deep watering each winter will produce a naturally manicured and full-blossomed shrub with bright yellow flowers. Jackrabbits seem to like nibbling on this plant. PSDM
CALIFORNIA BARREL CACTUS – Ferocactus cylindraceus

Beautiful yellow blossoms are produced by this succulent in spring.  No pruning is required, but requires deep watering once each winter. The abundant fruit are a reliable food for mammals and birds. PSDM

CHUPAROSA – Justicia californica

Loosely translated as the “hummingbird” plant, this shrub requires limited annual pruning.  Four deep waterings in late fall and early winter will result in magnificent, red blooms in spring to which hummingbirds are particularly fond of visiting. PSDM
CREOSOTE BUSH – Larrea tridentate

The desert evergreen (meaning it never goes dormant) referred to as the “medicine” or “pharmacy” plant by locals because of its well documented ancient medicinal value.  It is a large, loose shrub that requires little pruning.  It has deep roots, requires no watering and produces yellow “propeller-shaped” blossoms in spring.  It is also known as the “rain” plant because of its pungent smell when there is moisture in the air. Kangaroo rats and other small desert rodents tend to burrow under creosote in the desert flats.  Desert iguanas and insects rely on creosote for camouflage. PSDM
DESERT FAN PALM – Washingtonia filifera
This fast growing plant is a wonderful way to create an attractive oasis right in your own yard. Since water is readily associated with this plant (small trickle, above or below the ground), many animals are naturally attracted to the food and shelter palms provide. This palm species is the only one to naturally retain its skirt, or old palm leaves (fronds).  Keeping it natural will allow it to provide shelter for many species, otherwise it requires some trimming to remove the old fronds from its base as it grows. 

DESERT LAVENDER – Hyptis emoryi
The leaves of this plant can be cut for a fresh, fragrant bouquet yielding a heavy sage-like scent. Once established, desert lavender can grow 6 to 15 feet tall and nearly equally as wide with little to moderate water. Needs good drainage, add water to increase growth. Clusters of violet flowers bloom spring to fall. Hummingbirds, butterflies and bees collect nectar from the flowers. Offers seed and covers to wildlife. 

DESERT MALLOW – Sphaeralcea ambigua
This is a delightful shrub that will grow to about 30 inches tall and 30 inches wide in full sun. Coral colored blossoms appear summer to fall. Regular watering the first year; once establish, requires little watering in a well drained soil. A favorite of many desert insects, mammals and reptiles.
DESERT WILLOW – Chilopsis linearis

If pruned regularly, it can grow into a small tree.  Delicate pink blossoms appear in late spring and early summer. Deep water five times in winter. A great plant to attract harmless bumble bees and carpenter bees, as well as several other important pollinators and seed eaters/collectors.  PSDM
HONEY MESQUITE – Prosopis glandulosa

Pruning can turn this very large shrub into a tree.  Pale yellow hanging flower clusters appear in spring providing the plant has received at least one deep watering in winter. Blossoms and seed pods are a tasty treat for humans and animals. As a shrub, rabbits and other small mammals often retreat to mesquite for protection from predators. PSDM
IRONWOOD TREE – Olneya tesota

This small tree requires some pruning each year.  Scattered pink blossoms appear in late spring. Attracts important pollinators. Does best with deep watering fives times between October and April. PSDM
MOJAVE YUCCA – Yucca schidigera

Spectacular flower stalks are produced in spring.  Several animals attracted to the blossoms and fruit for food.  The native woodrat may sometimes make their above ground nest within the protection of this yucca base. Grows to six feet in height with several, unbranching stems.  No pruning is required.  The roots are shallow and require only one deep watering each winter. PSDM
*Plant care sources from Palm Springs Desert Museum Demonstration Plant garden in joint affiliation with Desert Water Agency, 2002 (PSDM)
**Deep watering means that an ordinary garden hose is located at the base of a plant, turned on very low and left to water the plant for approximately four hours. 
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