Wild Ones spring conference will focus on life above and below ground

When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the Universe. – John Muir

“The nation that destroys its soil, destroys itself.” - Franklin D. Roosevelt


I woke up one morning and found a wet spot on my pillow. Assuming I had been drooling in my sleep, I was unworried until my eye noticed something strange. Lying next to me on my pillow just inches from my face was the biggest, blackest slug I had ever seen. Now fully awake, I sat up and saw that the slug had left a shiny trail across the pillow, my shirt and the full length of my left arm in addition to a short and slimy swath across my cheek. I was in Costa Rica, studying and working on a small farm in San Isidro del General, and I soon learned that this slug would be just one of the abnormally sized invertebrates I would meet that summer. 


As the old saying goes, it’s important to appreciate the smaller things in life. Our sense of appreciation is strained, however, when we encounter small things in the form of insects, spiders, fungus, worms and yes, slugs. Yet every living thing, no matter how creepy, smelly, slimy or gross, is part of the ecological web that sustains us. Non-living things like soil and water are equally important, although often neglected. It is for this reason that the local chapter of Wild Ones, an organization that advocates the preservation and restoration of native plant communities, has chosen the theme Designing with Nature: Creating healthy communities above and below ground for their spring conference. 


The conference will feature four speakers who will discuss different aspects of our ecological community, with a focus on ways that people can restore and improve upon native gardens and landscaping in their yards. Doug Tallamy, Department Chair of Entomology and Wildlife Ecology at the University of Delaware, will talk about the key role that native plants play in our landscape through their co-evolved relationships with insects, birds and other wildlife above and below ground. For the insect haters in the crowd, he will suggest ways to improve insect diversity in our yards in order to get more good bugs and less bad bugs without the use of pesticides. 


Ed Plaster, a horticulturalist at Dakota County Technical College, will teach gardeners how to amend soil to reduce compaction, improve low nutrient levels, and increase water holding capacity. Welby Smith, a botantist with the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources, will discuss how to cultivate trees and shrubs that attract and provide habitat for birds and wildlife. Bringing it all together, Evelyn Hadden, author of Shrink Your Lawn: Design ideas for any landscape, will introduce innovative landscape design ideas that improve wildlife and plant diversity, boost soil health, reduce stormwater runoff and add beauty to any yard. 


More and more people across the country are moving toward native landscaping in their yards. Unlike turf lawns and exotic garden flowers, native landscapes require no watering, mowing, pesticides or fertilizers. In addition, they help to reduce the ecological footprint of our houses, driveways and streets by reducing erosion, soil compaction and polluted runoff, as well as providing habitat for butterflies, birds, bees, turtles, fox, salamanders and even slugs. 


The Wild Ones conference will be on Saturday, February 27 from 8am to 5pm at the Radisson hotel in Roseville. Registration is required by February 22; the cost is $45 for non-members, $40 for members and $20 for students and includes a lunch buffet. For more information visit www.for-wild.org/chapters/twincities/conference.html. 

Angie Hong is an educator for the East Metro Water Resource Education Program, which includes Brown’s Creek, Comfort Lake – Forest Lake, Middle St. Croix, Ramsey Washington-Metro, Rice Creek, South Washington and Valley Branch Watersheds, Cottage Grove, Dellwood, Forest Lake, Lake Elmo, Stillwater, West Lakeland and Willernie, Washington County and the Washington Conservation District. Contact her at 651-275-1136 x.35 or angie.hong@mnwcd.org.
