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A common thread that runs through the fabric of 
America is our love for wildlife. Whether it is a squirrel 
in a city park or a hovering marsh hawk hunting the 
edges of a golf course, wildlife is a valued resource 
that most Americans want to protect and enjoy. But 
as our country becomes more urban, sharing it with 
wildlife takes understanding and planning — and not 
surprisingly, trees play an important role.

P eriodic national surveys by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service underscore the importance of watchable 
wildlife in our communities. This research also 

points out the tremendous economic impact associated 
with the nonconsumptive use of this resource. In a single 
year more than 71 million people 16 years of age and older 
spend more than $46 billion on equipment and travel for 
wildlife-watching. Approximately $471 million is spent on 
identification guides and other books or magazines; $656 
million goes for binoculars and spotting scopes; and a 
whopping $3.3 billion buys bird food!

The importance of wildlife can also be seen in higher 
property values for homeowners who landscape to attract 
birds. There are even educational values with evidence 
showing that children who are fortunate enough to interact 
with wildlife and its habitat enjoy enhanced physical 
development and intellectual and social competence.

Beside being fun and educational to watch, wildlife is a 
barometer that measures the quality of the environment we 
share. The same unplanned sprawl that eliminates wildlife 
habitat also victimizes people who lose beauty and diversity 
that could enrich their lives. The link between trees and  
other vegetation, wildlife and people is at the heart of good 
urban forestry.

With a little planning, the benefits we usually expect 
from trees can easily be multiplied to also benefit wildlife. 
For example, when planting for ornamental purposes, by 
knowing what trees attract birds you might substitute a bird-
rich flowering dogwood in place of an eastern redbud that has 
only limited value for birds. Or, when planning to plant hybrid 
poplars for quick shade, remember that they are almost devoid 
of birdlife. Consider interplanting with trees like mountain 
ash or crabapples that are favored by approximately a dozen 
different bird species. Wild black cherry not only grows 
quickly, but this bird magnet attracts nearly 50 species!

By understanding a few basic principles and obtaining 
some of the excellent references on attracting wildlife, you 
can directly affect the variety and quantity of wildlife around 
your home and in your community.

ASK NOT ONLY WHAT YOU CAN DO FOR BIRDS, 
BUT WHAT BIRDS CAN DO FOR YOU!

 A Baltimore oriole can consume  
17 hairy caterpillars in a minute.

 A house wren feeds 500 insects to its 
young every summer afternoon.

 A pair of flickers consider 5,000 ants  
a mere snack.

 A swallow can devour 1,000 insects  
every 12 hours.

 A brown thrasher has been known to eat 
6,180 insects in one day.

 A pair of scarlet tanagers have been seen 
eating 630 newly hatched caterpillars of 
the gypsy moth in 18 minutes.

Source: Courtesy of  
The Garden Club of America

Consulting arborist Brian Gilles of Kirkland, Washington, 
takes wildlife and its habitat very seriously. Not only does his 
firm address the whole range of traditional urban forestry 
issues from tree planting to risk assessment, he has spent 
much of his career bringing basic wildlife techniques into 
metropolitan settings. Brian is quick to point out that in his 
state alone, there are 640 kinds of birds and mammals and 
84 percent of them are considered non-game species. He 
also notes that over half of these species need snags, logs or 
woody debris at one or more critical stages in their life cycle.

Brian’s search of the literature has found that the primary 
causes of wildlife loss in urban areas are (1) loss of habitat, 
including cavities in dead trees and old logs and woody 
debris on the ground, and (2) predation by cats and dogs. 
While there is not much we can do about the latter, Brian 
offers these suggestions to private and public clients:

 Look into state and national ‘Backyard Wildlife Habitat’ 
programs for guidance.

 Go beyond providing nest boxes and feeders. Consider 
leaving dead trees (where safe), making brush and rock 
piles where space allows, and providing water sources 
such as ponds (with logs or brush piles along part of  
the shore).

 Leave downed logs on the ground when space allows.

 Plant appropriate trees and create wildlife habitat in  
utility corridors.

 Teach park maintenance workers that wildlife habitat is 
part of their responsibility.

 Consider wildlife value as a selection criterion when 
selecting street trees and shrubs.

Left: When space allows,  
leave downed tree trunks on  
the ground. These absorb  
 water and create microclimates 
that support amphibians and 
small mammals.

Right: Bats make up part of 
the fascinating web of life 
found even in urban areas. In 
some areas of the country, bat 
populations have been seriously 
reduced in recent years by the 
disease, white-nose syndrome. 
To help keep these insect-eating 
creations part of our environment 
in both urban and rural settings, 
bat houses such as this one can 
provide shelter as their natural 
habitat becomes less abundant.


