GARDENING FOR WILDLIFE by RICHARD MEYERS, ISLINGTON ECOLOGY CENTRE
By way of placing gardens in context: in this country approximately 80% of all homes have gardens.  This gives us over 14 million assortments of hedge, lawn and flowerbed.  Altogether this comprises an area greater than the County of Dorset.  Closer to home – 25% of Islington comprises private gardens – a quarter of the area of the Borough!

Our gardens are extremely important to us, providing an extension of personal territory outside the bricks and mortar.  Fundamentally, a garden is a place in which things are grown.  Traditionally it is a place where nature is controlled and kept ‘neat and tidy’.   A garden in which wild flowers (weeds!) are seen is likely to invite suspicion and the owner deemed somehow lacking in moral fibre.

A respectable lawn is one that looks like a ‘putting green’, totally void of anything except extremely short grass!  All other plants are to be banished however beneficial they might be.  Clover is not welcome, despite being a source of nitrogen and a food plant for many insect species.  Even the humble daisy (days-eye) has to go and people can be seen crawling about, plucking off the flower heads in desperation.  

Wildlife benefits aside, what about the pleasure so many of us had as children, sitting on the grass making daisy chains or asking a friend: “Do you like butter?” as we looked for that buttercup glow beneath their chin?  Folklore too, is of interest to many people and inherent in the traditions linked to many of our wild flowers.  For example, the Common birds-foot trefoil  (Lotus corniculatus) has over 70 different regional names including Lady’s slipper, Grandmother’s toenails, or Kitty two-shoes.
Where wildlife itself is concerned, the above-mentioned Birds-foot trefoil serves as a good example.  Encourage it into your garden and you are helping the Common blue butterfly and the Five and Six-spot Burnet moth respectively.  Not to mention the numerous nationally threatened Bumblebees.

However it is not essential for plant species to be native for them to be of value from a wildlife perspective.  What counts is that they attract pollinators and provide what they are looking for, namely nectar and pollen, ideally lots of it.  Virtually anything with a strong scent will fit the picture.   In addition, a nettle patch if you have space is a fantastic breeding ground for a range of butterflies and moths.  Incidentally, nettles are also a superb source of nutrients within a compost area.  Cut them back in early July for a second brook of caterpillars and compost your clippings.

Essentially, it’s about enjoying your garden.  There’s nothing self-denying here, on the contrary.  A garden shared with other beings is one full of  surprises: waking up to the sound of a wren’s piping song, or the fluted repetition of a songthrush.  Don’t poison your garden with slug pellets and you may be gifted with the sight of a hedgehog after dark scuffling across your clover-rich lawn in search of slugs.

Islington Council’s Nature Conservation Team has produced a Biodiversity Action Plan.  This has been split into a number of separate Habitat Action Plans, one of which deals with private gardens and allotments.  If you would like a copy of our BAP, please contact us at the Ecology Centre (tel 0207 7354 5162) and we will be pleased to forward you a copy.
