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10 Ways To Be A Climate-Friendly Gardener

What can I do? How do I prepare? Can I make a difference? These are all common 
questions about how we adapt to a changing climate. When we read headlines about 
species extinction, honeybee decline, and habitat loss, it gets downright 
overwhelming. 

To make things feel less overwhelming, we’ve listed just ten concrete ideas you can 
implement and the positive impact each one can have. This article is meant to remind 
each of us that through action we do have an impact. If, after reading this list you want 
to read more about climate-friendly and sustainable gardening, sign up for our online 
course: “50 Climate-Friendly Gardening Practices”.

Our online course dives deeper into what patterns and shifts in climate we are already 
seeing, what changes to expect over the next 10-30 years, how climate-friendly 
gardening works in concert with sustainable gardening practices, and many, many 
more ideas on what you can do in your own backyard to make a real difference. Just 
keep focused on making one change, and then another,  and when you’re done, share 
the information with a neighbor to keep the momentum going. 

Wildlife

The idea: Focus on food. Install bird feeders for songbirds and hummingbirds. Refill 
them consistently and watch the number of birds in your yard increase. 

The impact: Birds have been greatly 
impacted by climate change, primarily 
due to habitat loss. By feeding birds 
you give them the sustenance they 
need to survive a cold winter, mate, 
feed their young, or successfully 
complete seasonal migration. The food 
you supply supplements just a portion 
of what the birds are able to find in 
their fragmented habitats, but it can 
make a big difference to the birds.



Water

The idea: Consider lowering 
your garden water usage by 
installing a drip irrigation 
system with a smart 
irrigation controller that can 
give you more control over 
how much water gets used, 
senses rainy days and 
automatically puts a halt to 
irrigating, and gives you the 
ability to adjust irrigation 
from your smartphone.

The impact: Experts estimate 
that between 30-50% of 

Manage Inputs

Inputs are all the things we add to our garden. These can include things like fertilizer, 
seeds, soil, pest control solution, and weed control solutions. 

The idea: Eliminate all synthetic herbicides in your yard. For example, glyphosate is the 
main ingredient in products like Roundup, which is used as a broad-spectrum,  synthetic 
weed killer, or herbicide. Broad spectrum means it kills a variety of broadleaf and grass 
seeds. Instead, use an organic herbicide such as neem or citrus oil, or try an all natural 
approach to weeds: hand weeding.  

The impact: Several studies have shown synthetic herbicides such as glyphosate can 
cause harm to humans, in the form of cancer, and can also impact the nervous system of 
insects. By using organic and all natural solutions you avoid doing damage to the larger 
ecosystem in your backyard and to yourself. 
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water in residential households is used for irrigation, creating huge amounts of 
overwatering and runoff. 

Drip irrigation systems use far less water than above ground sprinklers, and deliver the 
water where it’s needed, at the plant roots, rather than above ground where much is lost 
to evaporation. 

By reducing water that is wasted during irrigation you are avoiding topsoil erosion, 
evaporation loss, and exposed soil runoff. Not to mention that your water bill will be 
lower too!  
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Manage Outputs

Outputs are anything we take out of the garden. Examples include fallen branches, 
leaves, soil, and food from a fruit or vegetable garden. 

The idea: Use fallen leaves in autumn as mulch rather than bagging and placing in yard 
debris bin curbside. In unplanted areas of your yard you can leave whole leaves where 
they land. Shredded leaves can be spread around planted areas. Both whole and 
shredded can be added to a backyard compost bin. 

The impact: Piles of whole leaves left intact provide shelter, egg-laying sites, and 
nutrients for other members of the backyard ecosystem. Shredded leaves make a 
wonderful mulch, protect tender plants from freezing, and retain moisture in the soil. 
Invest in an electric leaf shredder to quickly shred pile of leaves or run over the leaves 
with an electric lawn mower with a mulching feature. Over time, the shredded leaves 
will decompose into your soil leaving behind the food and nutrients for plants and other 
organisms in your ecosystem. If you have a compost bin, leaves can be a wonderful 
addition and will break down over time to provide you with rich compost that you can 
add back to your garden soil.

In addition, by keeping the resource in your garden rather than placing in your yard 
debris bin and putting it out for curbside pickup, you have reduced the amount of 
nutrients leaving your garden, recycled existing nutrients for another purpose, 
enhanced the nutrients in your soil, and reduced the amount of fossil fuels spent driving 
yard debris to regional composting and recycling centers. 
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Soil

The Idea: Avoid bare soil. Use mulch 
as well as perennial ground cover 
and annual cover crops to cover the 
soil between plants. 

The impact: By covering soil you 
minimize soil loss and potential 
landslides. Exposed, bare soil is 
subject to erosion during heavy 
rainstorms. Planting ground covers 
will give the soil some stability as the 
plant roots grip the soil and keep it 
in place. Bare topsoil can be washed 
away more easily, leaving hard, 
compacted soil which is difficult for 
plants to grow in and can make it 
difficult for plants to extract the 
nutrients they need. Several inches 
of mulch will give soil some 
additional ability to soak up excess  
moisture from heavy rainfalls so soil 
doesn’t become so saturated that 
erosion and landslides become an 
issue. 

Plants

The Idea: Reduce the amount of area in 
your yard dedicated to lawn. If the lawn 
area in question is not used regularly, 
consider replacing it with additional 
flower beds or drought tolerant ground 
cover. 

The Impact: Lawns make up a 
disproportionate amount of our 
suburban landscapes, yet they offer 
little in the way of biodiversity, 

pollinator and wildlife food, nesting sites, and are one of the worst offenders for using 
water resources in your yard. They can also be one of the most labor intensive 

©2020 Garden Keeper LLC



5

members of the garden, requiring consistent care, feeding, and mowing. By reducing 
the amount of area in your garden used for lawn, you decrease residential water usage 
by up to 30%. When you multiply that by the millions of residential lots across America, 
this change alone can have a significant impact. 

By swapping out lawn for additional perennial flower beds, homeowners can increase 
plant biodiversity in their yard, which attracts a more diverse set of wildlife and insects 
by providing food and shelter. 

If you are still using gas-powered tools to maintain your lawn, reducing or eliminating it 
will also reduce the amount of greenhouse gases released into the air, which 
contributed to climate change. 

Tool Selection

The Idea: Switch your yard 
maintenance power tools to electric 
or hand-powered. Most gardeners 
have at least one power tool in their 
toolkit. Lawn mowers, leaf blowers, 
and chippers are fairly common 
amongst homeowners and are often 
gas-powered. Technology for 
battery-powered devices has come a 
long way and many now offer similar 
performance to gas-powered tools. 
Corded electric devices are also 
available. There is also the option of using manual tools; a push mower to mow the 
lawn and a rake to pick up leaves. It may be a bit more time consuming, but much 
quieter and better for the environment.

The Impact: According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), in 2011, fumes 
produced by gas-powered garden equipment led to approximately 41 billion pounds 
of CO2 and approximately 13 billion pounds of other air pollutants and carcinogens 
being released into the atmosphere. In addition to the pollution released after 
combusting gasoline to mow the lawn, there is the potential for gas and oil to leak 
from the gas-powered tool’s engine. The gas and oil can seep into groundwater, be 
washed into nearby streams, and pollute water sources for humans and wildlife. 
Eliminating the use of gas-powered garden tools also significantly decreases the 
amount of time spent maintaining the equipment. Gas-powered tools require regular 
upkeep to keep them in good working order and to avoid the engine leaks previously 
mentioned. Electric and manual tools, in contrast, require minimal care. 
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Insects

The Idea: See past the “friend or foe” mentality. Recognize that every insect has an 
important role to play in our backyard ecosystems. An insect that is seen only as a 
“friend” or a “foe” to a gardener is to ignore the complex interrelationships of all living 
things in our gardens. We may not fully understand what role each insect plays, but we 
can be rest assured that there is a role. No insect is without purpose, whether it be a 
food source, a predator of other insects, or a scavenger. Many insects play multiple roles 
throughout their life cycle. An insect seen simply as a “foe” to gardeners may be 
eradicated only to then leave an important gap in the food web of our backyard 
ecosystems.

The Impact: Several studies have shown what appear to be a rapid decline in insect 
populations across the world. Although many scientists believe the reason to be a 
complex one, some point to our overuse of pesticides in agriculture and residential yard 
maintenance as a large contributor. Without insects, humans will face a dire reality. 
Agriculture would struggle with adequate pollination, creating massive food shortages 
and steep increases in food prices. It would also mean birds, small rodents, and other 
animals that rely on insects as a food source, would also be impacted by the decrease. 
Some scientists believe they already have been impacted. By cultivating an 
understanding of the complex and important roles of every insect, we may be able to 
change the way we handle insect populations in our backyards. We may begin to 
understand that sometimes the damage caused by an insect infestation is due to a 
lack of another predator rather than a sign we need to eliminate another layer in the 
food web. By understanding the important role insects play, we can begin to create 
habitats that support them and see a resurgence of these vital members of the 
ecosystem.
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Write It Down

The Idea: Start tracking your garden. Note what current state looks like, take photos 
along with insect and bird counts. Complete a soil pH test. Track changes over time to 
notice increases in biodiversity. 

The Impact: There is an old adage in the business world that we can’t manage what we 
don’t measure. For you to really see what a huge impact these changes have in your 
garden you need to write down what you see and compare notes over time. The 
changes may not occur overnight and sometimes the changes can be subtle. You may 
also find based on previous notes that you want to adjust how to do things, speed up 
some changes, slow down others, depending on what feedback you are getting from 
your backyard ecosystem. Creating a garden journal can be a fabulous tool for keeping 
notes and ideas organized. 

For some gardeners, reviewing the evolution of their garden over time can give them a 
sense of accomplishment. Don’t underestimate how powerful documented changes 
can be in keeping you motivated as well a showing others that they too can make a 
difference. 

Need help creating a garden journal? Check out our “Creating a Garden Journal” 
course, which walks you step-by-step through how to create one and gives you advice 
and templates to create a journal you’ll use for years to come.
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Spread the Word

The Idea: As you implement sustainable practices in your yard, take every opportunity 
to share your practices and the positive changes you’ve seen to your backyard 
ecosystem as a result of your efforts, with friends, family, and anyone else who will  
listen. 

The Impact: The way to truly have an impact is not only to practice what you preach, 
but also to preach what you practice. Be an evangelist. You may find people are  more 
receptive to learning more about what you are doing than you thought. Each and every 
change has an impact in improving the diversity of our ecosystem and helping balance 
the effects of climate change. By implementing climate-friendly gardening practices, 
you are well on your way to becoming a sustainable gardener. And by sharing your 
practices with the world at large you are an advocate for the wildlife, insects, and plants 
who are unable to voice their needs in terms many humans understand. Keep 
Gardening! 
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Area of Focus Idea Action(s) Taken

Wildlife Put out bird feeders for songbirds 
and hummingbirds.

Water Switch sprinklers to drip irrigation 
with smart controller.

Manage Inputs Eliminate use of all synthetic 
fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides.

Manage Outputs Retain fallen leaves and use whole 
or shredded as mulch.

Soil Use mulch, perennial and annual 
ground covers to avoid bare soil.

Plants Reduce the area dedicated to lawn.

Tool Selection Replace gas-powered tools with 
electric (corded or battery) or 
hand-powered tools.

Insects Recognize that every insect plays 
multiple important roles in the 
garden.

Write It Down Document current state, changes 
implemented, and results seen. 

Spread The Word Share your gardening practices with 
others to increase acceptance and 
adoption. Be an evangelist!!
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Climate-Friendly Gardening Checklist

Print out this checklist to use in your garden. For each area of focus, review the idea 
listed in this article. What actions did you take to implement this idea? Write down 
what you’ve done and, over time, the impact that change has had on your journey to 
creating and maintaining a sustainable garden. Keep the checklist in your garden 
journal. Don’t have a garden journal yet? Join us for our course “Creating a Garden 
Journal” to see how valuable this tool can be for every sustainable gardener.  


