Greening theWhite HouseGrounds

Setting a sustainable example for Americhackyards:
Low~cost, environmentally beneficial landscaping and heafth
food for the kitchen

Informal proposasubmitted toFirst Lady Michelle Obama and ABowman
Smth, National Park Servidgaison to the White Housen January29, 2009
by Susan HarrisardenWriter, Teacher an@rganizer foJrbanGardering
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Introduction
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thoughts ran to energy efficiency ratings, but mine went to the possibility of-tregdue changes to

the 18 acres ofjrounds that surround the residencés a DC Master Gardener and garden writer,

teacher and organizet,was prompted to helpinanyway lcogé &€ | a1 Ay 3 GK2asS Ay 21 &
¢ ANBSYE 2NI-HGRFRSNETFBE G 282020 G KSANI adzZ3aSadazya F2N
D N2 dzy TRe 3R éonsulted for this paper range from the director of the U.S. BoGaridenand

famous designers to young urban gardening teachers working not far from the White Hhes@are

listed on page 18.

Those responding are all eager to see a kitchen garden and environmentally beneficial landscaping at
the White House. They agre¢hat both could be accomplished while honoring the formality and
importance of the site, something that the environmentally progressive head gardgnarsailleshas
managed to great acclaimWhat they are most enthusiastic about, however, is the opportunity for the
White House to set an example and encourage an entire nation to be better stewards of its own health
and environmentAfter all, progress ithe realm of better eating and a more sustainable landsacaijble

not come solely frontegislation or a federal progrant.will comefrom education and inspiration.

Imagine the inspiration a young First Family can offer by enjoying their healthier, raawtiful urban

yard.

Thisinformal proposalsuggestsiow the White Houseauld produce food, use fewer precious
resources, and take advantage of innovative and sustainable gardening methadkly, efficiently,
and beautifully.
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Photo courtesyolonial Williamsburg
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/story/2008/07/08/ST2008070803125.html

Kitchen Garden

Photo courtesy.ongwood Gardens

The many benefits of a kitchen garden at the White House have been proclaimed by proporibats in
national media for months now, and Washingtonians in the food and gardening worlds wholeheartedly
agree. As locals who have some knowledge of how such projects are accomplished, we offer practical
suggestions for implementing this popular idea.

Size ad Timing

While some oubf-town proponents hopeto seeafarmA i S I+ NRSYy GKIFIG O2dzZ R F¥SS
locab2 SNBKSt YAy3Ifte FILr@2NI I {AG0KSyYy 3IINRSy GKIGQa ay
inexpensive, a First Fam#yzed garden offerdhke greatest potential to teach and inspire all Americans

about what they, too, can achieve. A 4 xfb6t garden could be easily and inexpensively installed by

April of 2009 and would yield an abundance of food this summer and fall. This could be ashethpli

with donated raised planters and donated design and crop suggestions, while the work of planning and
designing a more permanent garden is under way for 2010, perhaps through a design competition

The Gardener

For a familysized garden, a futime enployee would not be needed. Instead, someone could be hired
to tend the garden just a few hours a week, depending on the time of year. A popular suggestion is to
choose avegetablegardener who alsbas experience teaching children to grow fapfibr example,
someone affiliated with the Youth Garden at the National Arboretum.

Crops and Design

In choosing which vegetables and herbs to grow, one could start with what the First Family likes to eat,
then add such childriendly flowers as huge sunflowersablackeyed susans, which could be picked

and brought inside. Edible flowers would enliven salads and expand the menu. Winter crops would yield
food yearround.
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The local gardening community also in agreement thahis garden must be beautiful for itd look
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Seating could be addeds couldbrick or stone paths, iron arches for bean poles, and a beautiful fence.

To sum up: the prettier and the more pae-friendly, the better.

Servng the Community

Regular donations to local service providers could be arranged directly or through the Capital Area Food
Bank, which serves more than 700 partner agencies. This simple example of service would have more
effect than any amount of produce actually donated.

Localfood and food-gardenresources

e Horticulturist CindyBrown atC | A NJF | EGréeg Spyna&aféshas been theNB 3 Atdpy Q &
educator onfood-growingfor many years She has volunteerdd help choose a design for the
garden, as well as appropriate crops for this climate

e TheUS Botanic Garddr also engaged in teaching the public to groedand can recommed
morelocal experts.

e TheCapital Area Food Batdachescooking, nutrition, budgeting, etc and operates a youth
garden in Anacostia. Otheppsible Dé&rea nonprofit partners in food education include
Clagett Farm Fresh Farm Markets/th Street GardenandDC Schoolyard Greening

e TheNational Youth Gardeis operated by the-riends of theNationalArboretum

Rosalind Creasy:(c) 2008

Photo courtesyrosalind Creasy
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http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/PARKS/gsgp/
http://www.usbg.gov/
http://www.capitalareafoodbank.org/
http://www.clagettfarm.org/
http://www.clagettfarm.org/
http://www.clagettfarm.org/
http://www.freshfarmmarket.org/
http://the7thstreetgarden.squarespace.com/
http://www.dcschoolyardgreening.org/
http://www.usna.usda.gov/Gardens/collections/youth.html
http://www.fona.org/

Greeningthe Grounds

a2z@Ay3a FNBY GKS INRgAYy3dI 2F F22R (G2 G3aINBSyAy3aeg (KS
opportunities to show Americans how to use their yards in new ways that are better for the
environment, save monegnd encouragefamiliesto be more active outdoors.

Luckily, an excellent federal program is already teaching the public more healthful landscaping practices
cil KS oGreerGépiy LINPINI YO [ OKBEHOESBKaaAWSEF§yaz | OGABS
community. Tying changes to the White House grounds to the GreenScaping program for homeowners
would help spread the word. (GreenScaping also does outreach and educaliwgeoinstitutional

land manager3

Another excellent national programtise Sustainable Sites Initiativajoint project of the U.S. Botanic
Garden, the Ameécan Societyof Landscape Architects and the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower C&hter.
result of their labors standards for environmentalertification of landscapeswill be released this
summer

Herbs, roses and heirloom flowers; photo courtesy Rosalind Creasy
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http://www.epa.gov/greenscapes
http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/partnerships/greenscapes/lrgscl.htm
http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/partnerships/greenscapes/lrgscl.htm
http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/partnerships/greenscapes/lrgscl.htm
http://www.sustainablesites.org/

Water

Another consensus opinion is that the greateavironmentalproblem inthe Mid-Atlantic area is the

degradation of the Chesapeake Bayyroblem exacerbated bthe discharge of stormwater into the

OAGleQa aS¢gl IS aeaitsSYs 6KAOK 20SNFf 264 NBIdz I NI & @
Housegrounds would be the starting point of any change in water usage, with the ultimate goal being

zero discharge from the site. If zero discharge is not attainable, the water mustgdudl@gtson-free as

possible, through bafriendly lawn careand other bespractices.

Also, reduction in the use of water for the landscape could be achieved by replacing the thousands of
thirsty annuals traditionally used with drougttlerant perennials, shrubs and trees. While Washington
R2SayQil &dzF ¥ SNJ ithe Grid MBsH difinateNchaRg BasAx dughidry Zpells and more
extreme downpours. Thus even Easterners are adopting the xeriscaping techniques of the drier parts of
the country.

Localresources

e The9t ! Q& h ¥ & isrd® wakihgwithlth& U.S. Botanic Garden to solve the faffi
problem there by installing a collection system

¢ D.C.Department of Environment, Watéivision

e TheChesapeake Bay Foundation

¢ The Anacostia Watershed Society
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http://www.epa.gov/ow/
http://ddoe.dc.gov/ddoe/cwp/view,a,1209,q,499131.asp
http://www.cbf.org/
http://www.anacostiaws.org/

LawnCare

Conventional lawn care in the U.S. harms the environment more than any other landscaping practice.
That means overfertilizatiorgnd that extra (usually petroleusnased) fertilizer is a major pollutant of

the Chesapeake Bay. Keeping turfgrass green and pédoeking all summer also requires enormous
amounts of herbicides and irrigad water.

The good news is that more natural aswistainable lawn care practices save money. Since the National
Arboretuminstituted natural lawn care three years ago, its yearly lawn care expense has shrunk from
about $200,000 to about $20,000. They apply no products at all, allow grass clippindsapédad up

leaves to remain on the lawn as fertilizer, mow higher and have stopped all watering. The Arboretum's
top horticulturist, Scott Aker, thinks the White House lawn could look more than acceptable using these
practices, with the addition of irrigain during long periods of drought. The lawns at the illustrious
Longwood Gardenare alsonow maintained through lownput techniques.

Organic lawn carmight produce a bettetooking turf than the neproduds approach used at the

Arboretum. The nonprofit Safe Lawns worked with the EPA and National Park Service in 2008 to create a
4.3-acre organic lawn care demonstration site on the National Mall that proved to be better looking

than the conventionally treai@ turf. The White House lawn, subjected to much less traffic than the

Mall, is a far better demonstration site for lawns that look good with an environmentally beneficial and
money-saving approach.

Resources

e The9t ! Qa4 DNBSyaOlLAyYy3 LINBINIY
e National Arboretun® ldorticultural directorScott Aker
e SafeLawnss an educationalnonprofit headed by national gardening educator Paul Tukey
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http://www.longwoodgardens.org/
http://www.epa.gov/GreenScapes
http://www.usna.usda.gov/
http://www.safelawns.org/

Pest control

Clearlythenew First Family SSRa LJSad O2y iNRf GKI (ltégra@ddPess F2 NJ OKA
Management is widely recommended by land managers worldwide because it relies on scientifically

proven results, starting with preventionahdf 61 884 dzaAy3 G(KS € SF&ad G2EAO LIN
DNBSY{OFLAY3 LINRPINIXYY F2ff26a (GKA& | LIINBIOKXZ yR 0
DNBSYaKAStR LINBINIY 2F Lta OSNIATFTAOIGAZ2Y (KF{iQa o

Resources

e TheNationda t I N] { SNIBAOSQa /[Fedd®IPM Gobrditatin@Romikitiee LIF NIi 2 F
and is a great local resource.

e ¢KS 9t! Q& VYIiKe {SA1St R2 bestici8Pibant Sy (i 2 dzi NBI OK

e In academiaCornell and North Carolina State are i Regional Centefer the Northeast
and Southeast regions respectively.
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http://www.ipm.gov/members.cfm
http://www.epa.gov/pesticides
http://www.ipmcenters.org/
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TheRose Garden

No-spray rosesvith perennials photo courtesWorris Arboretum

Second only to lawn care, the greatest opportunity to reduce the use of potentially toxic products and
demonstrate more naturdriendly gardening is in the Rose Garden, where {peshe varieties sdér in

the Mid-Atlantic Humidity Belt and need regular spraying. Happily,-pesistant varieties are available,

and formal rose gardens around the world are switching to them. Companion perennials and herbs that
attract beneficial insects are also beiadded to formal rose gardens, resulting in gardens that are
healthier and more beautiful than ever.

2 KFGQa FG adlFr1S KSNB A& Y2NB (KIFIy GKS O2yiRAGAZY 2
the rose. This higlmaintenance, finicky plant haalfen out of favor in recent decades, but through the

GNI yaF2NXYFdAz2y 2F (GKS 2KAGS 12dAaS w2aS LININRSy S 'Y
varieties of easy, healthy roses, and just might start growing them again.

Regional @amplesandresources

e TheMorris Arboretumin Philadelphiaseen in photographen this page and page7l

e Therosesin the National Garden atite U.S. BotaniGardenreceive no peticides at all and
Director Holly Shimizu and her team argreat resource.

e Green Spring&ardenin Fairfax, VA mixaso-sprayroseswith perennialsfor a great effect all
season

e Theb | A2V I f BtéfEn2NaSknazédyaable aboupestresistantheritage roses.
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http://www.business-services.upenn.edu/arboretum/abouthome.html
http://www.usbg.gov/
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/PARKS/gsgp/
http://www.usna.usda.gov/
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GreenWaste

Although we don't know wh& @ow being done with yard waste from the White House, everyone

agrees that the first concern is that it be composted as the valuable organic matter that it is, rather than
being sent to a landfill. Green waste from the U.S. Botanic Garden is composted at two facilities in
Maryland, one run by the USDA and one by a comrakcomposter. That's good news.

Still, residents complain that they lack a composting fagditithe District of Columbia. Local jurisdictions
offer services that pick up leaves and prunings, turn them into compost, and offer the product back to
residentsat low or no cost. This practice keeps yard waste out of landfills, replenishes our urban soils,
and reduces the need to water.

Anything the White House could do to partner with the District government to create a compost
operation to serve iandD.C. esidents would be a great help to the community.

Regional resources

e TheEPA

e DC Departmenof Public Worksind Department of the Environment

e Pogo Organiccomposter of green waste from the U.S. Botanic Garden and DC residents

e Departmens of Public Workef ArlingtonCounty, VA; College Park, MD; and Takoma Park, MD

~

S0 PTRIRET TP) K A 7
of g f

| Photo courtesy Chanticleer Garden
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http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/index.htm
http://www.dpw.dc.gov/dpw/cwp/view,a,1203,q,518059,dpwNav,|31202|.asp
http://ddoe.dc.gov/ddoe/site/default.asp
http://www.pogoorganics.com/
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Wildlife and Native Plants

Native-plant advocates have taught us how important it is that residential land, especially in cities, be
used to provide food and habitat for birds, pollinators, and otbetical wildlife. Toward that end, we
encourage more native plants on the White House grounds. Butterfly gardens are easy to grow and kids
love them. Plants that attract hummingbirds could be grown, and habitat could be added in the form of
birdhousesgven a bathouse or two to control the summer mosquito population.

But by far the most important plants for wildlife are trees, especially ones native to this area. Scott Aker
of the National Arboretum notes that many trees on the White House groundatayenear the end of
their lifespans and more need to be plantedoon. Casey Treghas trees to give away and the White
| 2dzaS 3INBdzyRa O2dz R 0SS dzaSR (2 AyONBlFrasS G4KS Oirxideq
Localresources
e The NationalArboretumis a great resource for assessing and choosing trees.
e Casey Tresis a welrun, welkunded nonprofitworking to increas®& / Qa GNBS Ol y 2Lk ¢

e TheClesapeake Conservation Landscaping Coisairegional coalition of government,
nonprofit and private entities concerned with protecting our watershed.

Photcs courtesy Glenda Kapsalusan Harris and Fotolia
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http://www.usna.usda.gov/
http://www.caseytrees.org/
http://www.chesapeakelandscape.org/about.htm
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Designing foHumans

Washington Posgardening reporter Adrian Higginscently considerethew possibilitiegor the White
House grounds angointed out,

Other prominent civic landscapes have become forwlaraking gardens of more natural

character, interesting, evethanging through the year and speaking to the sustainability of green
spaces in urban settings. Millennium Park in ChicagaOthemas' home town, is an example of
thoughtful, provocative and vital municipal landscaping in the 21st century

Higgins went on to offer the work of James van Sweden, whose si@mdus landscape design firm

Oehme van Sweden is located in DC, as ideah&oWhite HouseandHiggins is not alone in thinking

along these lines. As shown by the photwsthe nextpagé h SKYS @Iy { 6SRSyQa abSs
DI NRSy¢ RSaAadaya G GKS CSRSNIf wSaSNWBS dzas 2Ny YS
more sust@able gardens that look beautiful almost all year.

TRSNB Qa | mdtieSean8orial, institutionalstylelandscajng around thewhite Houses ripe
for updatingand that mprovements couldesult in:

e ! Y2NB NBftIESRI yI (i dmt2Ffceniig éyés. G KI 6§ Qa Y2NB L} St
e Thesubstitution of more londasting and sustainable plants for summer and fall annuals and

other highmaintenance plants.

e More enjoyment forthe First Familwithi KS | RRAGA2Yy 2F +y FGGNI OGAGS
seatirg for family, visitors and stafand other amenitie® a2NB LINRA I Go8ld I NRSY
be achieved with screening trees and shrubs.

e Americans learning how they can make their back and front yards more beautiful, asdful

environmentally beneficial.

Resources

e Carol Browner. Judging from her garden when she livedyimeighbornood & KSQa 'y | @AR
gardener with agood eye fodesign.

o The National Learning Institutat NC Staténcorporates natural play areanto landscapes as
alternatives to prefabricated play equipment, and is a great resource.
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/01/07/AR2009010701082.html
http://www.naturalearning.org/
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Photosof the Federal Reservgy Roger FoleycourtesyOehme van Sweddrandscapévrchitects

Susan Harris Susan@Sustainabl@ardening.com 301-270-5481


http://ovsla.com/New%20Portfolio%20Pages/FEDERAL%20RESERVE_1.htm
http://www.foleyfoto.com/
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Funding andimplementation

Changes in lawn care and the use of more sustainable plants will ultimately lower maintenance
expenses. In theneantime,funds forprofessional design and installation will be needed. Toward this
end, a new White House Grounds Consaewy or Trust could solicit private funds and act as stewards
and advisorsthe rolesfilled for the interior of the residence khe White HouséHistorical Association
since 1961

Implementation of changes and maintenance going forward would be hdrigleNational Park Service
under the direction of their White House Liaison, Ann Bowman Smith. She is held in such high regard by
peers in the community that expectations are high for an excellent working relationship with her and

her team in making thisrpject a big success.

FirstSteps

An easy, famikgized kitchen garden can be achieved with volunteer guidance and donated products.
This step will yield quick, visible results.

I AAGS ada2NBSe O2@SNAy3 |ttt SygJdiNBrgadySeyish Isthe A a4 & dzS &
starting point for further improvementsilt is hoped that his work could be funded quickind

completed in 2009

An informal advisory group or task force cobklcreated to guidehanges to the White House grounds.
Most of thepeople consulted for this pap&ould narry their ownprogramsto the highly visible White
House improvements to achieve the greatest educational impact. This group would

e Pursuethe creation of an appropriate body (a trust or conservancy) to fund andtire
improvements to the grounds

e Create and implement design competitions for a more permanent kitchen garden, and for
improvements and additions to the property as a whole, including the Rose Garden.

e Upon receiptof the ecological assessment from the Pagkv&e, help to prioritize and guide
implementation of changes.

As the eyes of the world remain trained on the new First Family, media old andarebe enlisted to
show people how to grow food and become environmental stewards of their own back.yards
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Going Beyond the White House

Changes to the White House grounds offer the perfect opportunity to shatwery little cost what
Americans can do in their own backysrdn their balcoiesor at the nearest community garden to
grow food for their famiks and create healthselationships with the land around themHere are just a
few ideas for maximizing the impact of those changes.

Spreading the word

AWhite House Outdoors BlagpuldO I NNA S& a02NASa 2F ¢gKlan@a 3IA2Ay 3
other parts of the country, especially those with different climat&tories could report on

OKIFy3aSa GKIG FIFYAfASaA | NBortsvid gieknbHiciatefidencés 8A NJ 2 gy
governors and mayors , as well as successful projects by nonpratfitadio foodgrowing across

the country,

{AYAf I NI &> 2KAGS 12dzaS 1AGOKSY YR aK2dzaSé¢ of 2
and ways to decrease the carbon footprints of our homes.

Gardening informatiorcould be compiled othe White House welit, includingresourcesy
region and by subject area.

The White House could partner withcal and nationabrganizationgo leveragethe attention
paidto! YS NR O Q afor makinyhiimpadadidRs the country.Several of those natural
partnerst N3 f Aai0SR dzyRSNJ al dzYly wS&az2dz2NOSaé¢ G GKS

ot . :
o 1110 PRSI L
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| The Youth Garden at the National Arboretum. Photo by Susan Harri
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About the Author

Susan Harris is a DC Master Gardenergardening coach. 38yearDCarea resident,
she founded the DC Urban Gardeners netwamklis theirwebmaster As a writer, she
covers gardening and the environment for national magazines and local newspapers

Harrisco-founded the popularawardwinningteam blogGardenRantShe is the creator
and editor of he websiteSustainableGardeningthe Sustainable Gardening Blamnd
monthly Sustainable Gardening Neleter. She also consults and speaks on the use of
the web, especially blogging
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No-spray roses and perennials; photo courtesy the Morris Arboretum

Susan Harris Susan@Sustainabl@ardening.com 301-270-5481


http://www.dc-urban-gardener-news.com/
http://www.gardenrant.com/
http://www.sustainable-gardening.com/
http://www.sustainablegardeningblog.com/
http://www.sustainable-gardening.com/Newsletter.php
http://www.sustainable-gardening.com/resume.php
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Human Resources
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Greening of the White House Grounds a success

Overall

Holly Shimizu, Directol).S. Botanic &den

Scott Aker, Chief Horticulturidtjational Arboretun

Janet Draper, HorticulturisEmithsonian Institution

Jean Schwal,PAGreenScapeBrogram Manager. She regularly works with local
environmental and garderelated groups.

Ed BrandtEPA Environmental Stewardship Brangbifice of Pesticide Program#lsovice

president d the Chesapeake Conservation Landscaping Cainc® R | Y 2 43 R EA iFO 2

community well.

Christine Saum, Chief Urban DesigiNational Capital Planning Comisiizn

Nancy WitherellHistoric Preservation Officedational Capital Planning Commission

Mike Fitzner and’'om BewickUSDACooperdive State Research, Education and Extension
Service
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Diana Balmoyilandscape architect and member, U.S. Commission of Fine Arts

Susan Hines, Director of Public Relati@dshme van Sweden Landscape Architects

Sharon Lovig, Director of Horticulturel.ongwood Gardens

AdrianHiggins Washington Post garden writer

Vivika Neveln, AssigtaEditor,American Horticultural Society

Constance Casey, journalist who covers gardening for Slate and lived in D.C. during the Clinton
administration

Greg Drury local environmental activist

Stacy Myers, Director of Public RelatioRego Organics

Cindy Brown, edibles horticulturist &reen Springs&denin Fairfax VA

Jody Tick and Molly McGlinchyapital Area Food Bank

Chris Turse, Garden CoordinatéfashingtonYouth Garden

Liz Falk7" Street Garderand Fresh Farm Markets

Maree GaetaniPublic Relations Directdgardeners Supply Company

Ed Bruske, past presiderC Urban Gardeners

Michele Owensauthor of upcoming Rodale boakout growing your own food; efounder of
GardenRant
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http://www.usbg.gov/
http://www.usna.usda.gov/
http://www.gardens.si.edu/
http://www.epa.gov/greenscapes
http://www.epa.gov/pesticides/
http://www.chesapeakelandscape.org/
http://www.ncpc.gov/
http://www.ncpc.gov/
http://www.csrees.usda.gov/about/AllUnits/staff_view.cfm?record_id=171
http://www.edaw.com/whoWeAre/offices/office.aspx?id=70576
http://www.cfa.gov/about/bios/balmori.html
http://www.ovsla.com/
http://www.longwoodgardens.org/

