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Ecologist Doug Tallamy was 
just a kid who loved amphibians 
when the bulldozers came to his 
neighborhood subdivision. A curious 
third-grader, Tallamy spent hours 
that year watching the pollywog 
metamorphosis at a pond in the 
empty lot next to his house. But on 
the very day the toads were hopping 
out onto the land, work crews razed 
the land for construction. The pond 
and the toads were suddenly gone.

Although the experience bothered him deeply, Tallamy 
says it never occurred to him to create similar habitat for 
those toads in his own garden. Even though that pond was 
literally yards from his front door, he perceived nature as 
something that happened “out there.” He later came to 
realize that his mindset at the time reflected a troubling but 
common outlook – that nature is something people drive  
to from paved streets and manicured landscapes rather  
than something we are part of and can cultivate within  
our environment.

BY LIV O’KEEFFE 

Biodiversity     is Everyone’s Responsibility
A Conversation with Behavioral 
Ecologist Doug Tallamy

“There are a lot of philosophical, cultural, 
and societal issues at stake here that 
people are starting to think about and 
really understand.

University of Delaware Behavioral Ecologist Doug Tallamy is the 
author of Bringing Nature Home and the opening plenary speaker  
at the 2018 CNPS Conservation Conference in February. 
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Tallamy, CNPS, and many 
others have worked for 
decades to help reverse this 
mindset, bridging both the 
perceptual and real divides 
between people and the 
natural world. The CNPS 
horticulture program’s motto 
of “Restoring Nature One 
Garden at a Time” speaks 
to this goal, also perfectly 
stated in the title of Tallamy’s 
2007 book, Bringing Nature 
Home. From his work as 
a University of Delaware 
entomologist, Tallamy has 
pioneered research in the 
relationship between insects 

and native plants while inspiring his readers to create 
habitat, replace lawns, and grow native plants at home 
and in their communities.

Among those touched by Tallamy’s work has been CNPS 
supporter Susan Gottlieb, an environmentalist and native 
plant advocate based in Los Angeles. She’s also the author 
of The Gottlieb Garden: A California Love Story. Thanks 
to a generous contribution from the Gottlieb Native 
Garden, Tallamy will be the opening plenary speaker at 
the CNPS Conservation Conference in February. We 
recently caught up with him to talk about the urgent case 
for biodiversity, and how native plant gardening really can 
change the world.

Doug, you’ve written that people tend to think of 
biodiversity as something “out there in nature.”  
Can you speak to the consequences of this point  
of view?
We live off the natural capital of the world, known as 
“ecosystem services.” These are the things the plants and 
animals create that keep us alive. But in developing all of 
our built landscapes, we haven’t paid attention to those 
systems. We’ve had this notion that maybe we need nature, 
but mostly for entertainment, that there’s plenty of it out 
there somewhere else. All of the sudden, because of our 
explosive population growth, much of it’s gone. We’re left 
with isolated habitat fragments and a contrived natural 
world that’s not as productive as it used to be. 

That’s a sobering reality that many in the CNPS 
community want to see change. Can you talk a bit 
about that term “productivity” in this context?
The popular media tends to focus a lot on extinction, 
but that shouldn’t be our measure of ecosystem or species 
health. That’s like saying you should go to the doctor 
after you’ve died. Instead, we should be concerned when a 
population decreases to the point where it’s not performing 
its role in the ecosystem, when it is no longer productive in 
the food web. 

As an entomologist and an ecologist, what is the 
most important thing you want people to know 
about the relationship between insects and plants?
Not all plants are equal in what they do. Most of our 
wildlife is eating something that ate plants, and most of 
that something is insects. In general, insects are transferring 
the energy the plants harvest from the sun to other living 
things. The plants we put in our yards and parks must have 
the ability to feed insects, or food webs collapse. 

“The plants we put in our yards and 
parks must have the ability to feed 
insects, or food webs collapse.

Bluebird with grasshopper. (Photo: Doug Tallamy) 

Above: (Photo courtesy: bringingnaturehome.net)
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Was there a moment or experience that changed 
the way you view native plants?
When I was in graduate school studying entomology in 
the ’70s, everyone was interested in insect/plant co-
evolution, but nobody was talking about non-natives 
or invasives. Years later, in 2000, I moved to a farm that 
was infested with invasives like Japanese honeysuckle and 
multiflora rose. I noticed pretty quickly that there was no 
sign of insects feeding on those plants, but the oaks and 
other natives had holes in the leaves and other indicators 
of healthy insect activity. This itself wasn’t an “aha” for 
me. In fact, I first suggested the topic as a simple research 
paper for one of my undergraduate students.

Here’s what did surprise me: In the process of working 
with my student, we learned that nothing had been 
written about natives and insects. So what started as a 
student project ended up defining the rest of my career. 
Shortly after that, I secured two big grants, which led me 
to start looking at the horticulture trade.

INTERVIEW DOUG TALLAMY

“We’ve created an artificial first 
trophic level that doesn’t support 
our wildlife species. 

Birds favor moth caterpillars over butterfly caterpillars. If you 
want more local birds in your garden, grow native plants for moth 
caterpillars. (Photo: Doug Tallamy)

What issues did you see from that horticulture lens?
Mainstream horticulture has introduced a high diversity 
of plants, but they are often ornamental plants from 
another continent, which aren’t supporting the co-evolved 
relationships with wildlife. Even worse, 85 percent of 
our woody invasives are escapees from our gardens. As 
a result, we’ve created an artificial first trophic level that 
doesn’t support our wildlife species. We can’t create these 
moonscapes and expect ecosystems to function.

What then is needed to correct this imbalance?
The diversity of the life around us starts with the diversity 
of the plants around us, including the availability of 
productive plants in our yards. When we started our 
research, it seemed very black and white: Native plants are 
better than non-natives. But we’ve learned that there is a 
lot of variation among natives. Five percent of the native 
plant genera in any one area are providing 75 percent of 
the food. We refer to that five percent as “super plants,” 
and in most places oak trees are the most powerful. We 
need to make these super plants the backbones of our 
gardens. Even if we still have some non-natives, those 
powerhouse plants will make a huge difference.

How can we discover which plants are super plants 
where we live?
At the University of Delaware, we’ve created a tool in 
which you can input your zip and see ranked plants 
for your county. It works really well for all states except 
California. That’s because California has so many biomes 
that change so quickly, even several in a single county. So 
the most helpful approach is to start by identifying the 
type of wildlife you want to help support. If it’s native 
bees, learn what types of native plants they need. Those are 
probably different plants than what a caterpillar or a bird 
might need. Keep those specialized relationships in mind.

(Courtesy: bringingnaturehome.net)
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This concept of planting specific native plants to 
encourage co-evolved species is something sophisticated 
native plant gardeners can explore and evangelize. Play 
with it. For example, your California monarch (butterfly) 
is on the decline; engage your whole neighborhood in 
planting the right type of milkweed to bring them back.

It sounds like you have a lot of hope despite urgent 
threats to our biodiversity.
As CNPS exemplifies, this is an environmental issue that 
people can participate in and see the results, and it’s not 
hard to do! Working on my farm at home has encouraged 
me, because it has shown me that everything I talk about 
is really possible. We now have 54 species of breeding birds 
at our home that weren’t there before. I wrote Bringing 
Nature Home 10 years ago. I didn’t think anybody would 
read it, but they did. This is not dying, this is expanding. 
There are a lot of philosophical, cultural, and societal 
issues at stake here that people are starting to think about 
and really understand.

Begin here 
   Doug’s Top 3 Steps to  
                      Bring Nature Home
1.   Reduce your lawn by at least half. If we cut lawn 

in half nationally, we could create more than 
20 million acres of new habitat — that’s greater 
than all of the major national parks combined 
in the lower 48 (including Denali)!

2.   Choose appropriate plants. Keep plant function 
and location in mind. (Use the advanced search 
on Calscape.org to discover wildlife-friendly 
California natives for your yard.)

3.   Remove any invasive plants that are on your 
property, and avoid new invasives at the 
nursery. (Know your invasives! Look them  
up at www.cal-ipc.org.)

Every garden makes a difference. Pictured here is James Bruger’s Orange 
County garden. Bruger is a new garden ambassador for CNPS, part of the 
CNPS horticulture outreach work, made possible by a generous bequest 
from Elaine Conze. (Photo: Jim Bruger)

“Wherever we are, we need to accept the biome where we live. 

What’s your perspective on California in particular?
California is a wonderful place to be a biologist or weekend 
naturalist. You have the most diversity in the nation because 
of your diverse geography. What a treasure. But when I drive 
through the Central Valley and see the almonds and realize 
what used to be there, it’s sad. The good thing is that plants 
grow, and we can put a lot back if we realize it’s important.

Wherever we are, we need to accept the biome where we 
live. It gets to the concept of limits. We as a species are so 
powerful, we think we can do anything. But there are limits 
to what can grow where, the size of the Earth, and the life it 
can support. This is the place we need to save. Whatever you 
do on your land affects everybody else.

Liv O’Keeffe is Director of Marketing and Communications  
for CNPS


