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Plants at work Treading lightly

Treading lightly
The nursery industry’s internal march toward sustainability  BY JASON GLOVER  

PHOT O S BY MA I LE TH I E S EN

green roof may not amount to much if producing the
requisite plant material creates a substantial ecological

footprint of its own. Poorly managed agricultural
enterprises can do a lot of damage to the environment,

and nurseries are no different. While a consumer trend
has driven a growing number of farms and ranches

toward more sustainable practices for food
production, many nursery owners cite both the

difficulties of cutting chemical use and prohibitive
costs as barriers to “going green.” However, an

impassioned cadre of innovators has been
working hard to minimize the environmental

impact of Oregon’s horticulture industry.



Oregon Small Trees uses an innovative irrigation system that allows growing trees to draw water naturally from saturated sand beds while also reducing water use.
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It begins with water. A con-
tainer nursery using overhead
irrigation can go through 15,000
to 40,000 gallons of water per
acre per day during the state’s dry
summers. Mindful of this valuable
resource, nurseries are gradually
eschewing overhead irrigation in
favor of drip irrigation, which uses
60 to 70 percent less water.

“We switched all our field irri-
gation to drip irrigation T-Tape
that puts water directly at the
plant’s root zone,” says Laura
O’Leary, sustainability director for
Northwoods Nursery in Molalla.
O’Leary explains that the nursery
is able to fertilize through the 
system with zero runoff. 

Northwoods has also applied
for a grant to fund the implemen-
tation of a water storage system
that would capture and reuse up to
an acre-foot of rainwater—more
than twice the annual water user

of a typical family. “Nothing on an
agricultural scale has been done
like this, so we’re hoping to be a
demonstration site for other nurs-
eries and farms,” says O’Leary. 

In Wilsonville, Dave Leckey of
Oregon Small Trees has been con-
serving water for more than a
decade with his innovative subirri-
gation system. Leckey places his
container plants on saturated,
raised sand beds where they soak
up water via capillary action.
“Inside the frame, I put a five gal-
lon bucket with a hole in it, and
through the hole I connect a piece
of perforated PVC piping which
runs down the length of the bed,”
Leckey explains. When the bucket
is filled, water flows down the
buried piping and saturates the
sand. The whole apparatus is 
automated with a simple float
mechanism designed for watering
troughs—as water drains out of

Constructed wetlands at The Oregon Garden (below) and Raintree Tropical (above) aim to 
preserve water quality for the region.
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the bucket, a float on its surface
descends; when the level drops
enough, the float triggers an
attached hose to turn on. 

Water recycling is another
approach nurseries are exploring.
Monrovia, a sizeable operation
with locations throughout the
United States, captures its runoff
with a water purification and reuse
system it implemented in the
1970s. According to Walter Suttle,
who serves as Monrovia’s techni-
cal services manager in Dayton,
Ore., recycling allows him to
squeeze seven and a half acre-feet
of water out of the two acre-feet
that the nursery uses each season.

Fisher Farms also recycles all of
its water. “This presents a unique
problem, in that the water may be
laced with plant protection prod-
ucts,” says Michael McMahan,
head of technical services at the
nursery. Fisher has developed a
solution to the contaminant prob-
lem in the form of a series of
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Solar collectors add pattern and power to the greenhouses at Raintree Tropical Nursery.

drainage ditch and is absorbed by
common rushes (Juncus effuses)
and other wetland plants.
Northwoods Nursery maintains
50- to 100-foot buffer zones along
the streams that run through its
property—one of the many rea-
sons it has become the first and
only nursery to receive the third-
party Salmon Safe certification,
which verifies landscape manage-
ment practices that protect
watersheds and stream habitat. 

Perhaps the simplest way to

bioswales and a constructed treat-
ment wetlands [see “Beyond green
roofs,” p. 10].   

While water recycling might
highlight the issue at Fisher, most
nursery runoff is similarly tainted
with chemicals that can wreak
havoc on the surrounding ecosys-
tems. So, even when runoff isn’t
captured for reuse, bioswales and
riparian buffers can safely soak up
and filter the water before it enters
rivers and streams. At Sevenoaks
Native Nursery, runoff flows into a



manage chemically-laden runoff is
to minimize the use of toxic plant
care products. According to the
USDA, Oregon’s horticultural
industry applied 1.1 million
pounds of insecticides, herbicides
and fungicides in 2006, but many
in the industry are using inte-
grated pest management (IPM)
techniques, which reduce their
dependence on agricultural chemi-
cals by focusing on so-called
“cultural” ways of controlling
infestations. “Fisher Farms is a

firm believer in the IPM approach
to pest management,” says
Michael McMahan. “I’m not say-
ing I don’t spray any sort of toxic
chemicals, but that is my last
resort.” McMahan also points out
that using less in the way of chem-
icals is a great way to reduce
spending. 

Fisher Farms, Oregon Small
Trees, Sevenoaks, Monrovia—
all of these nurseries have used
beneficial organisms, such as
nematodes, ladybugs and praying
mantids, as one of their first lines
of defense against pests. But
amphibians are the name of the
game at Cistus Design Nursery.
“For pest control, we use a variety
of frogs. It’s just as simple as cre-
ating habitat for things,” says
owner Sean Hogan. 

Oregon Small Trees’ Dave
Leckey takes care to organize the
containers sitting on his sand beds
into biodiverse groupings that
help prevent the spread of disease
and harmful insects. Covering his
containers with discs of newspa-
per and ground cloth prevents
weed growth. “The discs are
reusable and keep the plants
almost 100 percent weed-free,”
Leckey says. Recently, a company
called Smart Grow began market-
ing a similar technology—weed
mats made from compressed
human hair that also encourage
the growth of beneficial microor-
ganisms. 

Even when agricultural chemi-
cals are all but eliminated, there’s
still all that plastic to worry about.
According to Texas A&M
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Baby pines peek out from weed mats created by Oregon Small Trees owner Dave Leckey.
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University, every year the horticul-
tural industry disposes of 140
million pounds of plastic pots; not
to mention 130 million pounds of
greenhouse film and 170 million
pounds of plastic ground cover.
Fortunately, companies such as
Oregon’s Agri-Plas are working
with nurseries to pick up dis-
carded plastics for recycling.
Biodegradable containers and 
trays have also been developed,
although many nurseries remain
skeptical of their ability to hold up
during the growing process. 

“If you’re growing a plant for a
few years in a pot and it’s sitting
in nursery conditions, you need it
to hold together clear through the
shipping process. So far, we just
haven’t found the right pot,”
explains Monrovia’s Walter Suttle. 

As with most industries, the
skyrocketing cost of oil has nurs-
ery owners concerned. Some have
already begun transitioning to
renewable energy with the help of
Oregon’s Business Energy Tax
Credit—which provides a credit
worth 50 percent of a qualifying
project’s implementation costs—
and cash incentives offered by the
nonprofit Energy Trust of Oregon.
In 2007, Holden Wholesale
Growers in Silverton, Ore.,
dropped $227,000 on a 29.6-kilo-
watt solar array that is expected to
pay for itself in four years. 

This spring, Tim Peters at
Raintree Tropical beefed up his
existing 20-kilowatt photovoltaic
setup with an additional 30 kilo-
watts. The system is grid-intertied,
allowing him to sell energy he
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Cattails at The Oregon Garden (above); A shady
grove at Oregon Small trees (right, top); Young
palms at Raintree Tropical Nursery
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Cistus Design Nursery uses drip irrigation
systems to reduce water use.
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doesn’t use back to his utility. “I
think we need to get away from
sucking down fossil fuels—it’s
just not a long-term plan, and it’s
not good for the environment,”
notes Peters, who says he has
been interested in solar power
since he built his first array in
high school. (The nurseryman
does admit that the high costs 
currently associated with such sys-
tems don’t necessarily make solar
economically advantageous.)

Biodiesel blends are also
becoming a popular way to kick
petroleum. Northwoods Nursery
uses the fuel in its farm equip-
ment, delivery van and company
cars; a B90 blend is employed
during the warmer months and a
B50 blend in the winter. Onsite
transportation consists of bicycles
and electric cars. 

Ever the trailblazer, Northwoods
owner Jim Gilbert is examining
the future. Although most nurs-
eries committed to environmental
stewardship don’t view maximized
profits as their raison d’être, Gilbert
feels shifting attitudes in the mar-
ketplace will provide the fiscal
incentive necessary to dissolve
reservations held by others in the
industry who are strict devotees of
the traditional bottom line. He’s
currently attempting to spark
interest in the development of an
annual sustainability conference
for the nursery industry.

“I am very hopeful for it,”
Gilbert says. “I think there are
some people who are going to
drag their heels and complain, but
anybody who wants to keep up
with consumer demand is going
to have to go green.”   ●
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“It
would be nice to
see SPROut well
established as
Oregon’s primary

phytotechnology resource center,”
says Renee Stoops, the organiza-
tion’s project coordinator. As one
of SPROut’s two direct employees,
Stoops conducts research, project
management and outreach from
the group’s headquarters at the
Oregon Garden in Silverton.

“Our original mission is still
our driving force, and that is to
promote and develop the use of
plants to solve environmental
problems,” says Stoops. 

Founded in 2003, SPROut,
which stands for Sustainable Plant
Research and Outreach Center, is
one of 37 projects fostered by
Oregon Solutions—a program that
grew out of Oregon’s 2001 sustain-
ability act aimed at identifying
ways of simultaneously addressing
economic and environmental
needs. After its designation as an
Oregon Solutions project, SPROut
was required to create a strategic
plan and a declaration of coopera-
tion, which Stoops describes as a
“nonlegal, nonbinding handshake
document between all the partners
involved in the project.” 

While those initial partners
included universities, the Oregon
Association of Nurseries (OAN)
and governmental organizations
such as the Natural Resources
Conservation Service, the creation
of SPROut was largely spurred by
the Oregon Garden.  

The Garden’s effort to create
such a group was instinctive to say
the least. A partnership between
the City of Silverton and the OAN,
the ornamental garden spans 80
acres and is irrigated with water
derived from a constructed wet-
lands that treats the city’s
wastewater. SPROut is responsible
for maintaining those unique wet-
lands, which act as a centerpiece of
the popular attraction. 

“There was very much an inter-
est in designing the wetlands to be
an attractive element of a botanical
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Plants at work The story of SPROut

BY JA S ON GL OVER

For a relatively small nonprofit, SPROut possesses
an unusually large amount of ambition.
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B
ased on a survey of 76 experts in the public and private sector, the 
Institue for Natural Resources (INR) recently compiled a report, com-
missioned by SPROut, entitled “A Preliminary Examination of the 
Environmental Use of Plants in Oregon.” 

The survey of participants in a 2004 SPROut workshop found a general increase
in interest regarding the use of plants for environmental purposes. Respondents
cited four general reasons for their increased interest: organizational leadership
that is more supportive of environmentally functional plant use; public policy, in-
centive programs and regulations; “greener” attitudes among the general public;
and a growing market for functional plants.

Respondents were asked to rank five research areas that had been identified by
SPROut as priorities for the Pacific Northwest in order of importance. The choices
included: wastewater remediation, native plant restoration and invasive species
control, phytoremediation, urban water management and riparian restoration. Of
the overall, combined top three interests, “native plants and invasive species
control” ranked first, the second-ranked interest was “riparian restoration” and
“urban water management” was third.

When growers were asked what factors inspire them to grow a new crop or expand
quantities of current crops, the majority of the respondents said strong future de-
mand was the motivating factor. Because growers require lead time to propagate
a new crop before it is ready to sell, the survey asked how far ahead of the market
they were comfortable going; most responded that they were willing to work any-
where from one to five years ahead of the market.

Respondents had many perspectives regarding the challenges facing plants in
functional applications. While some respondents saw using plants as cost-effec-
tive and capable of “achieving multiple environmental objectives,” others stated
such uses were too “expensive to be sustainable.” Several general challenges to
engaging in environmental plant applications did emerge, including: challenges
with standards, policies and regulations; project costs; and production and 
availability.

Across the board, respondents mentioned the cost of projects and the lack of 
funding to implement projects as major challenges. Examples cited were the lack
of funding (via grant programs) for small acreage projects and the high price of
seeds for large-scale projects. “It’s always about the money,” said one respondent.
“The higher the cost, the less likely people are to participate.”

Several respondents agreed that most of what is happening with the environmental
use of plants is taking place in the private sector—those who believe in the idea,

and can afford the installations and plant materials are the ones doing it.

Users mentioned that it is often difficult to find certain native plant and seed 
materials at the specific sizes and quantities needed for restoration and urban
landscape projects, particularly for large-scale projects. Many respondents also
noted that it is more challenging to purchase plant materials within the sate.

Several respondents spoke to the general challenge of public perception and the
need for more education about the benefits of using plants for environmental 
purposes. Some felt that the environmental use of plants is perceived as either a
“high risk” effort. Since it is seen as “new and trendy,” developers tend to look at 
it skeptically and are more hesitant to invest in it.

A few of those surveyed mentioned that Oregon possesses the ability to be a 
national leader in the use of plants for environmental purposes, particularly in 
promoting such plants through education and technology. 

In the conclusion of the report, respondents zeroed in on key recommendations 
to further the use of plants to solve environmental problems. These fell into four
categories: building a network within the phytotechnology community; policies and
incentive; public education; and funding.

SURVEY RE SULTS AT A GLAN C E:

66 percent of respondents categorized themselves as “users” of 
plants for environmental purposes. Seventeen percent classified

themselves as “growers.”

79 percent of those surveyed reported increased interest in using 
plants for environmental purposes.

The number of environmentally functional plant projects that 
respondents were involved in ranged from one new project 

per year to over 100 projects per year. The average was 20 to 25 new 
projects per year. 

34 percent of respondents ranked “urban water management and
ecoscaping” as their No. 1 interest among SPROut’s phytotechnol-

ogy research priorities.

77 percent of growers said they had been approached by buyers to 
grow crops that were new to them.

Research needs were noted in the following areas: socioeconomic
research, on-the-ground experimentation, green roofs,

climate change, overall understanding of plant mechanics and the 
monitoring of phytotechnology effectiveness.  

T O V I EW THE FUL L R EP ORT,  P L E A S E V I S I T:
WWW.OREGONGARDEN.ORG/SPROUT/SPROUT_HOME.HTML.
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Survey examines 
environmental use of plants
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display garden, not just a straight-
forward treatment wetland,” says
Stoops. 

The 17-acre wetlands contain a
series of terraced ponds that mimic
the type of habitat naturally created
by beavers and showcase a cornu-
copia of plant life—ranging from
willows, alders, shrub dogwood
and spirea to sedges, bulrushes,
wapato, duckweed and many other
wetland natives. Currently filtering
around 800,000 gallons of waste-
water a day, the wetlands have
served as a functioning testament
to SPROut’s mission and an
invaluable resource for experimen-
tation and research. 

“They were the driving energy
behind why SPROut was created,
because we had this really unique
project and saw the need to expand
it into a larger effort for Oregon,”
explains Stoops. “Our wetlands
were a critical point of discussion
during the DEQ [Department of
Environmental Quality] Taskforce
meetings to re-write the regula-
tions and expand opportunities for
recycled water use.”

SPROut monitors the water
quality of the wetlands in order to
document how efficiently the
ecosystem is able to decrease tem-
perature and excess concentrations
of nitrate and phosphorous, and it
also is conducting research on the
ability of barley straw to effectively
control algae growth.

The organization is constantly
on the lookout for new partner-
ships. In 2005, it joined forces
with Rogue Water and Mexico’s
University of Guanajuato to create
the “Botanical Burrito” project.
The “burritos” are actually plant

SPROut’s 
Phytotechnology
Resource Book
An Oregon Users’ Guide 
for Plant-Based Solutions

edition 1.1

Plant primer
The Sustainable Plant Research and Outreach Center (SPROut) will soon publish the “Phytotechnology Resource Book: An Oregon
User’s Guide to Plant-Based Solutions,” a manual geared toward providing concepts and instruction on the implementation of an
array of phytotechnology applications, from remediation and wastewater management to green roofs and carbon sequestration.
The guide will focus on the methods and mechanisms for solving environmental problems in three major areas: water, soil and air.
It will also contain up-to-date information on applicable regulations, laws, certification, useful organizations and current re-
search. The publication is a valuable resource for growers who want to learn more about marketing their plants’ environmental
benefits and will be updated annually.     ORDER C OP I E S OF THE BO OK AT WWW.SPROUT OREG ON.ORG.
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Plants were selected for both aesthetics and functionality at The Oregon Garden wetlands.

fiber “tortillas” wrapped around
aggregate, soil or plant materials.
The vegetative burritos are then
placed into nursery flats where
they are used as a growing
medium for wetland plants. The
planted flats are inserted into
structures that float atop polluted
surface waters where they improve
water quality and produce mature
plants that can be harvested and
transplanted for use in other envi-
ronmental applications. 

In addition to the research and
implementation involved with
such projects, SPROut conducts
dozens of outreach programs,
publishes numerous studies and
allocates grant money. 

“Putting partners together on
projects, facilitating grant applica-
tions, facilitating workshops and
training, providing written cur-
riculum for Chemeketa
Community College—all of those
coordinating efforts happen out of
my office,” Stoops says. 

Recent outreach initiatives
include the publication of a
Phytotechnology Resource Book

(due out in fall 2008) and a survey
examining the environmental use
of plants in Oregon [see sidebars
below and at left]. The organization
also launched a new Web site in
July, which Stoops says the organi-
zation will continue to expand.

Currently, SPROut is re-exam-
ining its strategic plan. “At this
point the strategic plan is very out
of date,” explains Stoops. “There
have been way too many changes
to our organizational structure,
some of our more specific goals,
the requests from Oregon stake-
holders, and some of the partners
involved, so we’re looking at
rewriting that by this fall.”

The administrative aspects of
the organization shifted out from
under the auspices of the Oregon
Garden to those of Chemeketa
Community College in early
2006, and the nonprofit will be
conducting a reconvening of its
original partners with new collabo-
rators to determine the direction it
will take in the future. “We’ll be
re-examining the most valuable
role we can play in achieving

Oregon’s economic and environ-
mental goals,” Stoops says.

As part of that effort, SPROut is
adding an environmental consult-
ing service to its roster, to serve
needs that are more client-specific
and go beyond the free resources
provided via its many other out-
reach activities. 

In the meantime, SPROut’s
work continues to ripple through
Oregon’s horticultural industry—
although some in the field are still
unfamiliar with the organization
or skeptical about how its work
could benefit them. “There’s defi-
nitely hesitation from nurseries,”
Stoops explains. “One reason is
that trusting a new market that
involves plants they don’t already
grow may require years of fore-
thought or pre-planning.”

But despite lingering reserva-
tions among nursery-owners, at a
time of rapid growth in the field of
phytotechnology, SPROut is plow-
ing ahead to meet the challenge of
becoming Oregon’s primary infor-
mation clearinghouse on this
transformative subject. ●
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E
ducational efforts to train Oregon’s future green-collar work-
force are already underway—particularly when it comes to
plants. Piggybacking on the career potential provided by the
state’s trend toward more sustainable horticulture, new pro-
grams are being developed and existing curricula are being

amended to accommodate shifting mindsets.  
For Salem’s Chemeketa Community College, 2008 marked the intro-

duction of a new two-year horticulture degree with sustainability woven
into its core. In addition to featuring three different Integrated Pest
Management (IPM) classes, the program contains a six-course series
dubbed “Topics in Ecological Horticulture,” and students are required 
to complete three of the classes. The current curriculum covers a large
swath of ground, including native plant propagation and use, invasive
species management, living architecture, rain garden construction,
urban forestry and wetlands design.

Phytotechnology
New programs are

training tomorrow’s
workforce

BY JA S ON GL OVER

P h o t o s  o f  J e f f e r s o n  F a r m s  r e s t o r a t i o n  
e f f o r t s ,  c o u r t e s y  o f  H e r i t a g e  S e e d l i n g s



“We’re really trying to make
sure that students, in addition to
having a good background in horti-
culture, get out of here with some
of the more innovative notions on
how to manage a nursery or green-
house in a way that’s sustainable,”
says Gail Gredler, a horticulture
instructor at the school.

The college also works in con-
cert with the nursery industry every
step of the way. “We have an advi-
sory committee that is made up
entirely of nursery people,” Gredler
explains. “We get our directives

from them: They look at what
we’re doing and tell us what direc-
tion we should go in.” Chemeketa
also requires that students take six
credits of internship—about a
summer’s worth of work. 

Another new program is taking
shape at Oregon State University.
Launched in September 2007,
Ecological Engineering, an under-
graduate program that merges
ecological sciences with engineer-
ing design, is the first of its kind
in the nation. Many of its courses
focus on using plant materials in
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Controlled burns, hydroseeding and loosely spread seed aided in native plant restoration work.

an engineered design context. 
“We’re really looking to create a

new type of student, capable of
bridging the gap between ecologi-
cal systems and engineering
design and analysis,” says
Professor John Bolte, head of
OSU’s Department of Biological
and Ecological Engineering. Bolte
notes a strong interest in the pro-
gram—from both employers and
students—and expects it will serve
as a model for similar programs
around the country. 

The new program will buttress

the push toward sustainability tak-
ing place within the university’s
Department of Horticulture. “It’s
truly refreshing to see the change
in consciousness among faculty
and students here at Oregon
State,” says Al Shay, an instructor
in the department. 

Students are now offered
courses in “Ecological and
Sustainable Horticultural
Production.” In Shay’s landscape
construction class, he has covered
green roofs, bioswales and biore-
tention basins. 
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Heritage Seedlings workers hand spread
seeds. 

RE S OUR C E S: 
Chemeketa Community College
Natural Resources Department
www.chemeketa.edu/programs/natural

Clackamas Community College
Horticulture Department
http://depts.clackamas.edu/hort

Oregon State University
Biological and Ecological Engineering
www.bre.orst.edu

Horticulture Department
www.hort.oregonstate.edu

Portland Community College
Landscape Technology Program
www.pcc.edu/programs/landscape-tech

Verde
Native Plant Nursery
www.verdenw.org

Development Corporation—an
organization dedicated to creating
affordable housing for low-income
Latino families—launched the
Verde Native Plant Nursery. The
tax-exempt business provides
Hacienda residents with employ-
ment and hands-on training in
streamside revegetation, wetland
creation and urban stormwater
management. 

“Hacienda wanted to explore
the notion of a social enterprise
that would sell products and serv-
ices in support of its mission and
also as a way to train residents
and low-income people,” explains
Alan Hipólito, Verde’s executive
director. 

“Training is a mix of field
training and classroom training,”
Hipólito continues. “So they
learn by being out removing
invasives, installing native plants,
installing or maintaining
bioswales; by working together
with project partners in the pub-
lic sectors, environmental
organizations and larger for-
profit landscape contractors.”

Besides providing weekly 
classroom lessons in topics rang-
ing from English as a Second
Language to installation skills,
Verde will pay for courses at com-
munity colleges; its main goal is to
endow someone who has little or
no experience with a complete
understanding of how to run a
landscaping business. 

Hipólito says he feels that the
process Verde went through in
determining what market niche it
would fill will be important for the
success of similar projects every-
where. “Every region throughout
the country is going to be seeing
growth in the environmental sec-
tor, and some of those jobs are
going to be the kinds of jobs that
low-income people can fill with the
right kind of training,” he says. 

As Oregon’s innovative educa-
tional and training programs grow,
and new programs take root, a
budding green-collar workforce
will offer the multi-disciplinary
skill set needed to fuel the contin-
ued convergence of horticulture
and green development.    ●

“The current paradigm is based
on massive inputs to maintain an
arbitrarily derived vision,” com-
ments Shay. “Graduates can now
help shift that paradigm to one of
sustainability without resorting to
the old ‘mow, blow and let’s-go-
make-a-buck’ method.” 

At Portland Community
College’s Landscaping Technology
program, demand for courses that
focus on phytotechnology is begin-
ning to reach critical mass.

“We have had a basic wetlands
class and a stormwater manage-
ment class in the past,” says
Marilyn Alexander, the program’s
chair. “We find we can’t offer them
every year because we can’t fill the
classes, so we’re kind of on the
cusp of all this.” Currently, PCC
offers an overview course on sus-
tainable landscaping that features
speakers from the frontlines of
plant-based problem solving.  

Educational institutions aren’t
the only ones with a keen interest
in providing green training. In
October 2005, Portland’s
Hacienda Community
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Making a living on the land: 
Nursery entrepreneurs serve new urban markets 

become a vegetarian. Though 
that lasted only until my next
Thanksgiving at home, I had a
new determination and urgency
for my future plans. I became
more aware the importance of
those whose livelihood comes for
the land and the role they have to
be stewards of those natural won-
ders that make it possible to do
what they do. A mantra instilled in
me by my family also took on a
new meaning: Those who work
with the land to be able to make a
living doing it. 

During college I also became
passionate about food and what 
I saw as incredible work being
done by organic and sustainably
minded farmers to reconnect 
consumers to their agricultural
systems and provide healthy food
to their communities. No longer
could I see myself only working
with plants that, for the most part,
I couldn’t eat at the end of the day.

It also became clear to me that
growing organic food and raising
native plants for riparian restora-
tion and other ecological
applications not only go hand in
hand, but are wonderfully compli-
mentary, with many shared
principles and outcomes.

The growth in organic and local
food consumption, as well as a 
new awareness of the importance
of plants in urban ecosystems is
thrilling. The increased use of
native and other beneficial plants
(“working plants” as the family
likes to say), for applications such
as green roofs, bioswales, greywater
purification and phytoremediation,
is vital to the creation of healthy
urban ecosystems. 

This year, my partner, Chris
Jenkins, and I formed Minto

E
very summer since I
turned 13 has started
the same: pulling
myself out of bed to
work on my family’s

farm and nursery. Though at
times I envied my friends
luxuriously free days, I knew deep
down that a 40 hour work week
filled with interesting plants,
wonderful coworkers, fresh air
and sweat was the best experience
I could hope for. 

For as long as I can remember,
continuing the work of my family
business—Mt. Jefferson Farms—
is what I hoped for my future. 

I loved propagating and tend-
ing to the myriad of plants—
mostly Northwest natives and cot-
tonwoods, both native and hybrid
—that we grew at our nursery. 

But what I enjoyed most was
planting stool beds, research plots
and riparian areas on our farm
and observing how they evolved
within the ecosystem, season to
season, year to year.  

In the field adjacent to the
house on our Salem nursery
where I currently live, I look out
onto a huge stand of cottonwoods.
I am always proud to tell visitors
that I helped plant this field in
high school, adding that each tree
has grown from an eight-inch dor-
mant stick. Even more exciting is
observing riparian buffers that
have protected our farmland from
flooding and erosion by the N.
Santiam River.

During my Introduction to
Environmental Science course in
college, I was saddened and out-
raged by what I learned, from
massive habitat destruction to our
earth’s rapid loss of species diver-
sity. I immediately decided to

Island Growers. Combining my
experience at the family farm and
nursery, Chris’s experience work-
ing for Rana Creek Habitat
Restoration, and one shared year
on an organic farm in California,
we hope to provide organic food to
our community and native and
other “working plants” to a grow-
ing marketplace. As well as
continuing to grow native plants

for riparian restoration and phy-
toremediation, we plan to expand
on-farm research on agroforestry,
habitat design and plant systems
for urban applications such as
green roofs, rain gardens and
stormwater systems. 

We are also continuing to
evolve the water, nutrient, pest
and disease control practices used
in raising nursery stock across the
entire family operation. This year
we will also expand our 2-year-old
test plots of diversified, ecologi-
cally sound food production to
about three acres for local, farm-
direct markets.   

The biggest questions for us
are: How can we raise nursery
plants with the same environmen-
tally friendly practices that we are
using to raise the food we feed 
to our community? Are there 
certification systems that assure
consumers that products are
indeed earth-friendly? Is there
enough demand and support from
buyers to help cover the cost of
more eco-friendly production?
And finally, will the demand for
projects that use native and other

appropriate plants continue to
grow to support new and existing
nurseries that produce the plants?

The answers to some of these
questions lie in fostering greater
communication and design collab-
oration between researchers and
growers, homeowners and land-
scape architects, urban designers,
municipalities and conservation
districts. 

Growers are vital to developing
techniques for growing plants in
diverse environments, and they
need to be an integral part of 
projects that are using plants in
challenging urban design contexts.
We need to share in the creation 
of information on what kinds of
plants and growing media work
well in urban ecosystems, and
what type of delivery and installa-
tion or planting is the most
efficient and effective for the estab-
lishment of the plant system.  

Though there is much work to
be done, my partner and I feel
lucky to be in Oregon, where eco-
logical design and sustainable
horticulture are gaining visibility. 

Go to any Oregon farmers mar-
ket in August and there’s no doubt
that local, sustainable agriculture
has more support than ever. But
can the same be said for nurseries
growing sustainably raised plants
for urban or rural applications?
The answer is up to all of us! ●

Elizabeth Miller is the co-founder of
Minto Island Growers and currently lives
in Salem, Ore.

Those who work with the land must
be able to make a living doing it. 
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(LEED) for Neighborhood
Developments Pilot Program and
the Earth Advantage Sustainable
Community Development
Program credit design solutions
that use plants to reduce erosion
or limit water use. The Sustainable
Sites Initiative, with a series of
draft standards to be released in
2009, will develop benchmarks
for crediting plant-based design
solutions. 

The Salmon Safe portfolio of
certification standards are some of
the most comprehensive for incor-
porating plant communities into
projects.  This series of standards
for residential development, corpo-
rate campuses, farms and wineries
leverages requirements for habitat
connectivity, nature-friendly
stormwater facilities, and ecologi-
cal restoration to specifically
encourage landscape-level conser-
vation planning and maintenance
of biological diversity.

Public programs 
Increasingly, municipalities are

promoting city-wide projects that
systemically use native plants as a
key part of infrastructure plans. 

Portland City Commissioner
and Mayor-elect Sam Adams has
put forward the Grey to Green
Initiative, which proposes the city
invest $50 million dollars in
dozens of acres of green roofs and
miles of green streets to restore
urban watershed health and pro-
tect city streams. 

This year, San Fransisco will
produce a new Urban Forest
Master Plan, which aims to
enhance the city’s ecological
processes while maintaining the
pedestrian experience of its his-

E
volutions in sustain-
able design have
grown the industry’s
scope to include
advances in material

reuse, energy efficiency, water con-
servation and much more. Now,
innovations in plant-based science
and design are changing how we,
as practitioners of landscape archi-
tecture, engineering, planning,
architecture, and product design,
view sustainability.

The planted form, as an impor-
tant design material, can return
real, quantifiable benefits for site-
based projects. What makes plants
different than many other materi-
als, however, is that plants offer
many compounded benefits
beyond the uses for which the
designer may initially have
selected them. For example, if you
enlist planted elements in a site
design to enhance stormwater
infiltration, your project will also
likely see measureable benefits in
thermal shading, water quality,
nutrient management, air quality,
habitat quality and human quality
of life, to name a few. Few other
materials can benefit so many
aspects of sustainable practice, 
in so many ways. 

In this new frontier of ecologi-
cally sustainable thinking, plants
are a building block for change.
What are the trends we are see-
ing? Here are a few, below.

Private standards 
New sustainable design stan-

dards are crediting plant-based
design solutions for development
projects seeking sustainable certifi-
cation.. Both the Leadership in
Energy and Environmental Design

toric streetscapes. Finally, Seattle,
facing a 50 percent reduction in
city tree canopy since the 1970s,
has embarked on a 30-year plan to
bring planted forest cover back to
the urban fabric to recover lost
environmental, aesthetic, and engi-
neering benefits.

Academic research 
Research programs are quanti-

fying the many benefits healthy
plant communities can actually
provide. New applied modeling is
showing how temperature mitiga-
tion projects—projects that
historically built multi-million dol-
lar water-cooling facilities to offset
industrial warm-water inputs into
river systems—can now achieve
the same temperature benefits by
planting shade trees along a local
stream—for a fraction of the cost.

Studies are currently being con-
ducted in Southern California on
conservation biological control, the
practice of creating healthy native
plant communities to support
native predatory insects near crop-
lands or other landscape features,
possibly resulting in better pest
suppression while limiting use of
pesticides. 

The new California Academy of
Sciences building, a $500 million
dollar project currently under con-
struction in San Francisco, is
actually a living experiment; scien-
tists will be testing the adaptability
of a plant community (1.7 million
plants) on the Academy’s 4.5-acre
living roof while studying how the
habitat is used by wildlife within
the Golden Gate Park ecosystem.

The sustainable design 
community is seeing newly
expanded markets, services, and
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Reimaging materials for sustainable design: 
Design professionals and the planted form

products, and has responded by
innovating new teaming
approaches. We are seeing new
and cooperative collaborations
between architects and ecologists,
land managers and landscape
architects, and civil engineers and
nursery horticulturists. 

Clients are asking for project
solutions that require the problem-
solving skills of multiple
professions for long-term project
efficiency, durability, and effective-
ness. These partnerships are
demonstrating that no one profes-
sion can direct the future of
sustainable practices—it will take
the integrated expertise of multiple
disciplines to successfully incorpo-
rate these new innovations.

Over the millennia, plants
species have evolved to take on
myriad forms, each perfectly
adapted to a specific set of envi-
ronmental conditions and factors.
These evolutions represent mil-
lions of years of research and
development, which we can access
by selecting the right plants for the
right place for the right desired
outcome. 

As the sustainable development
community matures, many new
advances will capitalize on these
assets. There is a still a long way to
go in this process, but one thing is
certain—plants, as a living design
media, will continue to work for
us, and with us. Few other materi-
als, correctly applied, can benefit
so many aspects of sustainable
practice, in so many ways.  ●

Josh Cerra, ASLA, is an environmental
designer and senior ecologist with
Herrera Environmental Consultants in
Portland. He can be reached at
jcerra@herrerainc.com. 



Is your business 
taking the lead on 
climate change?

Developing a climate change strategy is smart thinking.

The Climate Trust can help your business calculate and offset its CO2 footprint 
through a tax-deductible donation, or acquire whole offset projects.  We also 

provide consulting services for organizations interested in efficient and 
innovative ways to acquire offsets for their own use or for their customers.

Our commitment to quality has made us the go-to choice for companies 
needing assurance that their offset dollars are resulting in real and verifiable 

greenhouse gas reductions. Take advantage of our decade of experience 
helping businesses and individuals reduce their climate impact.

Go to www.climatetrust.org/business to learn more.
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