
Most gardeners want to be sustainable. Sustainable gardening helps wildlife, 
decreases the need for expensive inputs, recycles materials, saves energy and 
produces healthier food, all while protecting the environment. But there’s more 
to being sustainable than using a rain barrel and composting. Check out these 
tips for creating a more sustainable yard or garden.

Sound Home Idea #09

Tips for a Sustainable Yard

Improve Soil Health

If you want healthy food and plants, start 
with your soil. Going organic is one of the 
best ways to promote soil health. A single 
teaspoon of rich garden soil can hold up 
to one billion beneficial bacteria, yards of 
fungal filaments, thousands of protozoa and 
scores of nematodes according to Oregon 
State University. Most are exceedingly small 
and each has a role in the secret life of soil.
 

Use Compost and Worms

Compost is a great way to enrich your 
soil. Use leaves, grass clippings, garden 
scraps and any chicken or rabbit manure. 
Keep it moist, chop it if you can for faster 
composting, and turn every so often. Worm 
bins make use of kitchen scraps and are easy 
to make. The worms make worm castings, 
worm tea and more worms!

Reduce or Eliminate Your Lawn

Lawns tend to require lots of time, 
energy and inputs in order to stay green, 
healthy and moss-free. Consider reducing 
or eliminating your lawn altogether and 
planting native plants like salal, ferns and 
kinnikinnick, or install raised beds and grow 
your own organic vegetables. Try creating 
a garden on top of sod with the lasagna 
technique, using cardboard and compost! 

Conserve Water

Use soaker hoses to water your plants. Plan 
your watering for early or late in the day to 
avoid losing water to evaporation. Choose 
plants that don’t require much water and 
cover your beds with mulch. A thick layer of 
mulch holds moisture in, keeps weeds at bay, 
adds organic matter, and it looks nice. 
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Filter Stormwater and Add a Rain Garden

Taking responsibility for the stormwater on your property is easy. First, 
reduce the amount of pollutants. Prevent sediment from running offsite by 
reducing areas of bare soil. Refrain from using herbicides and pesticides. 
If you must use them, read the directions carefully and apply correctly but 
never apply before it rains. Pick up and dispose of garbage and pet waste 
and check your car frequently for leaks and material corrosion. 

Second, look at your property and identify where the water goes. Reduce 
the horizontal movement of water on hard surfaces and direct rainwater 
to grass or planted areas. 

The third thing you can do is to install a rain garden to capture and hold 
rainwater. Rain gardens are a form of “bioretention” system consisting of a 
shallow depression planted with native plants. They are not ponds, but are 
meant to slowly filter and clean water from storms in a few hours. They 
also provide habitat - planting native plants in any form will help improve 
the survival of bees, butterflies and local and migrating birds. 

Collect Rainwater

Collecting rainwater was once a common practice for rural and urban 
homes. Using rainwater is again gaining favor - it reduces your water 
bill if you pay for water and the rainwater is beneficial for trees, shrubs 
and vegetable gardens. Cisterns allow you to collect even more water 
and store it until your plants are thirsty. It is legal in Washington state 
to collect and store rainwater for use on your property. A wide variety of 
barrels and cisterns are available to suit every need as well. 

Encourage Birds and Bats

Planting a variety of native trees, shrubs, flowering plants and ground 
covers is one of the best ways to invite wildlife to your property. Leave 
snags, brush piles and messy areas, provide water sources, eliminate 
chemicals and keep pets inside. Properly constructed bird, bee and bat 
houses and feeders are another way to encourage wildlife. Leave nesting 
material out in early spring to give nesting birds a jump start. They will 
reward you by feeding your pests to their young.

Help Pollinators

Another great landscape feature is a pollinator garden. Planted with 
nectar-producing plants, they are both attractive and beneficial. Find a 
place in the yard to leave a small muddy spot for butterflies, ‘puddling’ is 
how they get essential minerals. If you have fruit trees, encourage mason 
bees. These gentle, solitary bees are pollinating powerhouses. One mason 
bee can do the pollinating work of 100 honeybees.

Questions?

If you have any questions, consult a professional, or contact the 
Community Conservation Team at the Snohomish Conservation District at 
425-335-5634 or ccteam@snohomishcd.org.
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