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Why You Should Plant a Garden

Once thought of as unattractive, weedy, or otherwise undesirable, native plants are growing in popularity nationwide. Much of this upsurge is due to the appeal of butterfly, bird, and pollinator gardening. Landscaping with native plants offers numerous benefits. First and foremost, it helps increase habitat and provides critical resources for wildlife. Studies have shown that including native plant species and increasing overall plant diversity, help support a greater abundance and diversity of wildlife. Natives are adapted to the growing conditions, such as soil and climate, of the locations where they naturally occur. As a result, they tend to perform better than non-native species once established, have fewer pest or disease problems, and require less water, fertilizer, and general maintenance—all of which can provide cost savings over time. Lastly, they add tremendous beauty to our landscapes and help provide increased opportunities for people to connect—or reconnect—with nature.

FIRST STEP: INVENTORY YOUR YARD

When you plant a garden, it’s critical to select plants that will thrive on your property. This means considering a number of factors, such as light levels and soil conditions, but this isn’t as complicated as it might seem at first. In fact, doing just a little homework ahead of time will improve your odds of growing healthy, beautiful plants—and attracting pollinators—dramatically.

CHECK YOUR HARDINESS ZONE

[image: image]

Credit: USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map, 2012. Agricultural Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. Accessed from https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/.

An easy first step is to check your hardiness zone. The USDA maintains the Plant Hardiness Zone Map (https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/), which can be used to help determine appropriate plants for your climate. It is divided into numbered 10-degree-Fahrenheit increments (further divided into two zones per number), based on average annual extreme minimum winter temperature (the lowest temperature it reaches on an average year). So for example, Minneapolis, Minnesota, is in Zone 4b, where the average annual extreme minimum temperature is -25 degrees, and about 30 miles north of there, you’ll encounter Zone 4a, where the average minimum temperature is -30 degrees. For best results, select species that match your specific zone or are rated to a lower number. This will ensure that they are winter hardy in your area. Avoid plants that have a higher zone number than yours. They are more sensitive to cold temperatures and thus are unlikely to reliably survive over the long term.

SPACE CONSIDERATIONS

Whether you have a sprawling meadow or just enough space for a container garden (see page 264), the first step when planning a garden is to establish how much room is available, as the overall garden area directly influences plant selection. Avoid the temptation to overcrowd the available space. In other words, landscape for tomorrow, not today. Plants need room to grow, so think about how much space each plant will require once it matures, and be realistic. Use this guide and other resources to help determine each plant’s height, overall form, and how much it spreads, and plan accordingly before putting it in the ground.

ANALYZE LIGHT LEVELS

The next step is to assess the specific characteristics of your site. It is important to evaluate the existing light, slope, moisture, drainage, elevation, and soil conditions. These environmental factors can significantly influence plant growth, performance, and even survival. Start with light level and slope exposure. Note how many hours of direct, unfiltered sunlight your proposed planting site receives in the summer. Plants labeled as Full Sun will thrive in sunny locations that receive at least 6 full hours of sunlight per day during the growing season. While such plants may still grow in locations that have less light, overall growth and flowering performance may be impacted, often severely.

Plants characterized as Partial Sun or Partial Shade typically perform best with 4–6 hours of direct sunlight a day or dappled light for the duration of the day. They often thrive when exposed to early day sun and may benefit from a bit less illumination during the hottest times of the afternoon.

Full Shade plants require less than 4 hours of direct sunlight. They often do quite well in locations with dappled shade and tend to prefer direct sun in the morning or the evening.

TAKING SLOPE AND ELEVATION INTO ACCOUNT

When you’re evaluating your yard’s light levels, keep slope exposure in mind, and note the direction a planting site is angled. An area’s slope affects the amount of light it receives. North-facing slopes, for example, receive less direct sunlight. With reduced heating, they are cooler, and the soil tends to remain moist for a longer period of time. Such sites also experience a longer period of frost. By contrast, south- and west-facing slopes receive ample sunlight. They tend to be hotter and have a somewhat longer growing season. With increased sun comes increased transpiration and evaporation, making such sites drier; this means they often require increased irrigation to maintain adequate soil moisture. Plants that are more heat and drought tolerant are often ideal for such exposures. While the impact of slope on your plantings can be subtle, it is nonetheless worth considering, especially at higher latitudes (30–55 degrees north), where slope can have a greater impact on light levels.

On a similar note, site elevation is also worth considering. High points in the landscape, such as along the ridge of a berm, are often more exposed to wind. This tends to dry out soil more rapidly, batters plants, and produces harsher winter conditions. Such locations are challenging for tender or delicate species, which prefer more-protected sites. Instead, choose drought-tolerant, more-robust plants.

ANALYZING MOISTURE LEVELS

Likewise, site moisture is vital to evaluate. Is the site in question consistently wet, moist, average, or dry? In most cases, you can tell simply by visually inspecting the site on a regular basis. Wet sites, for example, can be characterized as being reliably soggy, whereas moist sites are simply damp. Site location and drainage may also be useful. Is the site adjacent to a stream, wetland, or depression? Does rainwater regularly flow into or collect in the site? Soil composition and texture, such as the proportion of clay, silt, or sand present, directly impacts moisture retention and can be used to help assess site condition.

A SIMPLE SOIL TEXTURE TEST

[image: image]

Testing soil texture

If you’re not sure, conduct a quick soil texture test. To do so, dig down about 6–8 inches with a shovel or trowel, and grab a handful of soil. First, rub a small amount through your fingers. How does it feel? Sandy soil is a bit coarse and feels somewhat gritty, whereas clay tends to feel a little sticky. Next, grab another handful. Moisten it slightly, squeeze into a ball, and then open your hand. Sandy soil tends to fall apart almost immediately. Loamy soil (which contains a mix of sand and clay) generally holds its shape but crumbles somewhat when prodded. Clay soil, by contrast, remains firmly together in a ball and resists breaking apart when pressure is applied.

SOIL TESTING

[image: image]

A pH test kit

While it’s not a necessity when planting a garden, it’s often useful to get your soil tested. As soil properties directly affect plant growth and performance, knowing the pH level (how acidic or alkaline your soil is) and its nutrient levels can provide valuable insight, helping you select plants that are best suited for your specific conditions. Soil testing also helps you determine the best way to augment the existing soil and how to select the most efficient fertilizers if you opt to fertilize.

Better yet, soil testing is simple and inexpensive. Most basic soil tests, which analyze pH, organic matter, and the levels of several basic essential nutrients are about $20 and often less. They’re available at many home improvement stores, garden centers, and online. Local county extension offices also often test soil; for more information, including soil collecting procedures, laboratories available to analyze your sample, and costs, see page 274 for contact information.

When testing soil, be sure to test multiple areas, as soil conditions may vary depending on location and nearby trees/vegetation. If you really want to know everything about your soil, there are tests that go far beyond the basics, including tests for salt levels, trace elements, and even tests for lead contamination.

INTERPRETING SOIL TEST RESULTS

The chart below shows a number of common soil nutrients and micronutrients. When you get your soil tested, you’ll receive a report indicating how acidic your soil is and the range of nutrients (and in some cases, micronutrients) present in your soil. You can then use this information when planning your garden and when preparing any future soil amendments.

Nutrient Levels and Micronutrient Ranges

[image: image]

Optimum Soil Availability

PLANNING AHEAD

In all cases, a little planning will produce better results: Your plants will perform better, your landscape will look more attractive, and most importantly, you (and the pollinators) will be happier.
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