Ask Your Environmental Commission

BY:  Carlotta Lane & David Harrison
TOPIC: Native Plants 

DATE:  April 2008

QUESTION:  Spring has sprung, what trees and shrubs can I plant to make my gardening more environmentally friendly?

ANSWER:  Green gardening can mean anything from composting kitchen scraps to an all-out organic garden.  As you wake your gardens this Spring, please consider the importance of “native” plants when deciding on what varieties of trees, shrubs, and perennial flowers you add to your existing gardens and landscapes.

You can “go native” by planting trees, shrubs, and perennials that are indigenous to New Jersey’s Zone 7 hardiness area.  A list of these native plants (appropriate for Essex County specifically) can be downloaded from the New Jersey Native Plant Society’s website (www.npsnj.org).  These “natives” live healthy, long lives with minimal maintenance, pesticide, and fertilizer needs.  For further information, visit http://njaes.rutgers.edu/garden/
Native plants also support biodiversity in the local wildlife population by providing food and nutrition, protection from the elements and predators, and stable soil conditions.  You can also put some of these trees and shrubs to work:  Many native varieties are major consumers of water, making them ideal for wet spots in your garden where they can help to soak up excess storm water and improve drainage.  Try using river birch (with its appealing winter bark), serviceberry, or red bud.  Need larger trees for wet areas? Consider a green ash, native red maple or sweet gum.  American holly (in tree or shrub form) can also be used in wet areas.  

What not to plant?  According to Tom Doty, Millburn’s Arborist, try to avoid planting burning bush, barberry, and butterfly bush.  These are the top 3 “invasive” shrubs overused by local landscapers and homeowners to replace desirable native species like rhododendrons, azalea, viburnum, pieris, and American holly.  Invasives have caused widespread damage by taking the place of native trees and shrubs that would otherwise support the local ecosystem.  As these natural conditions deteriorate, we have seen faster soil erosion, slower drainage, and damaging storm water runoff in the South Mountain Reservation and our own backyards. 

Remember to Use Our Local Resources

Want to see these natives up close?  Visit the Cora Hartshorn Arboretum for a walk in the woods and speak to the experts there.  If you need more information, contact Millburn’s Forester and Arborist, Tom Doty, who focuses on protecting and managing the town’s urban forest (street and park trees) and residential tree inventory.  Mr. Doty can be reached at (973) 564-7058 or tdoty@millburntwp.org.  The 2008 township tree planting program is underway, so if you have a spot in your front yard (near the street) that could use a tree, call Mr. Doty to have your address considered for a free tree.

This Spring, Mr. Doty will also be introducing the town’s Invasive Plant Management Plan.  Watch your mail for the “Silent Invasion of Your Forest” brochure, which describes what invasive species are, the problems associated with them, and describes how Millburn is responding.  And remember that free wood chips and compost are available at the Town’s recycling center – so the next time you visit “the dump,” take some compost home with you!  

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle – Water?…..

This gardening season, remember to water MORE deeply and LESS often.  Twice per week for 30 minutes is sufficient for most grasses.  Skip watering whenever rain is predicted within two days of a scheduled watering (or override your automatic sprinkler system with a rain detector).  After a heavy rain, suspend watering for one week, or more.  And speaking of sprinklers, make sure your sprinklers are pointed correctly – so that water is not wasted spraying the street or your driveway!   Also, you can “recycle” water by using a rainwater collection barrel to collect rain from gutters and use it to water window boxes, small garden areas, birdbaths, etc.  

Do Less Work for Greener Grass

By leaving grass clippings on the lawn instead of bagging and removing it, you return nutrient and water rich clippings to your lawn.  As a result, your grass will need less water and fertilizer.  You will also reduce your carbon footprint by not having to haul away those clippings as trash. If you request this of your landscaper, they should provide a discount for the reduced work.
Happy Gardening

-----------------------

Carlotta Lane and David Harrison are members of Millburn's Environmental Commission, an all-volunteer Commission appointed by the Township Committee to help the town identify and protect natural resources and promote sustainable practices and land use in the community. The MEC meets at 7:30 PM on the first Monday of most months at Town Hall (except for May 5 at Greenwood Gardens and Sept. 8 at the Cora Hartshorn Arboretum) and welcomes active involvement from the community. To find out more about the MEC, or to "Ask Your Environmental Commission" a question to be answered next month, visit the Millburn website or email millburnec@yahoo.com.

