
Asmore andmore of the natural
environment is lost to agriculture,

development, degradation and frag-
mentation, our backyards and other pri-
vate lands are becoming increasingly
important as a source of essential habi-
tat for birds as well as other species of
wildlife. Ensuring that birds, insects and
other creatures have appropriate
sources of food, nesting sites, clean
water, and protective cover is key to
their survival.

Simply relegating nature to parks and
reserves won’t cut it. There are too few
of these areas, and they are often com-
pletely isolated from each other by a sea
of development and agricultural land.
Many of these reserves, especially in
southern Ontario, have become “habitat
islands”— natural areas surrounded by
farms, roads, houses and industry,
instead of water. To add insult to injury,
many natural areas have been invaded
with alien plants which provide far
fewer benefits to wildlife.
Unless we design our green spaces to

meet the needs of other species as well
as ourselves, a large percentage of our
native North American birds will even-
tually disappear and biodiversity will
suffer greatly. Birds are literally starved
out as development andmodern farm-
ing practices destroy their food sources
and homes. Our songbirds in particular
live on insects, fruit, berries, and nectar
— “green” food, almost all of which is
provided by native trees, shrubs, flowers
and vines.

However, gardeners have the power
to make an important contribution
toward reversing this trend and helping
to sustain biodiversity. Simply put, you
canmake a real difference to our bird
life based on what you plant in your
yard. We need to get into the habitat of
seeing or yards as natural habitat — in
other words, a sanctuary for wildlife as
well as for ourselves and our family.
Our first objective should be to

increase food, water, shelter and nesting
opportunities for birds. At the same
time, we should strive to decrease inva-
sive plant sprawl, lawn size, and water
and pesticide use. We need to begin
looking at plants for their edible offer-
ings to other species. Among the most
important questions is whether they
attract insects on which birds feed.
When changing something in your yard,
ask yourself, “Who or what will benefit
from this change?” and “Howwill it
affect species and the larger environ-
ment beyondmy yard?”
Douglas Tallamy, a professor of ento-

mology at the University of Delaware,
explains the vital link between native
plant species and native birds in his
recent book, Bringing Home Nature —
How Native Plants Sustain Wildlife in
Our Gardens. Simply put, our native
birds depend on native plants to sur-
vive. This is because birds require insect
protein. Seeds and berries are not
enough. Fully 96 per cent of landbirds
feed their young insects. The key mes-
sage of Tallamy’s book is that native

insects cannot, or will not, eat non-
native plants for food.
By planting primarily non-native

trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants, we
are shutting out the insects on which
our native birds depend. Our yards have
become sterile wastelands, at least from
a native insect point of view.
To create a welcoming environment

for insects, and therefore birds, we need
to favour native plants. This doesn’t
mean eliminating your non-native
exotics overnight, but it does mean
gradually introducing a variety of native
plants. In addition to insect food, native
plants also provide seeds, fruit and
nectar. Their growth habits present rec-
ognizable, safe nesting sites and cover
that protect birds from predation as well
as wind and rain. Their importance
cannot be overstated.
Whenmost suburbs are developed,

the native vegetation is entirely

removed, only to be replaced with man-
icured lawns and a scattering of orna-
mental trees and shrubs from other
parts of the world. We have decimated
much of the native plant diversity that
has always supported our favourite
birds, insects and evenmammals. In
much of southern Ontario, 50 per cent
or more of urban trees can be of a single
type of tree. Species like the non-native
Norwaymaple have now become a
threat to our forests as they spread on
their own into natural areas. Norway
maples out-compete our native maples
and shade and choke out the under-
story plants.
So, what do you plant? Not all natives

are created equal. Ferns, for example,
are of little interest to insects. Native
oaks, willows and cherries, however,
attract insects like a magnet. In fact,
they host over 1,400 insect species
among them. White oak is particularly

attractive to insects and, most impor-
tantly, to lepidopterans (moths and but-
terflies). Lepidopterans represent the
largest group of all insect herbivores
and are a very important component of
the diet of most birds. A tree’s ability to
support lepidopterans is therefore a
goodmeasure of its usefulness as part
of backyard habitat. In addition to the
trees mentioned above, other excellent
native species to plant include birch,
poplar, crabapple, maples, elms, pines,
hickory, hawthorn, alder, spruce, ash,
basswood, walnut and beech.
In all seasons of the year, birds also

need cover to protect themselves from
weather extremes and from predators
like cats. Evergreens such as cedars,
junipers, firs, pines, and hemlock pro-
vide excellent cover from the elements
year-round. They are especially effec-
tive when grouped in bunches. Thorned
trees and shrubs, too, can turn a foliage
hideaway into a real sanctuary, espe-
cially when feline predators are present.
Be sure to place feeding stations close
enough to vegetation so that birds can
make a quick escape into cover should a
predator come by.
You can also turn prunings into valu-

able shelter for birds. Use them tomake

a brush pile, three or four feet
tall, tucked away in a corner of
your yard. You canmake the
pile quite attractive by plant-
ing vines on it such as wild
grape or Virginia creeper.
Another idea is to put your
discarded Christmas tree in
the backyard for the winter.
Scatter bird seed in and
around the tree and soon
ground feeders such as juncos
and tree sparrows will be
flocking to it.
From late winter through

spring and early summer,
birds also need a place to
build a nest, lay eggs, and
raise their young. Although
exact nesting requirements
vary from species to species,
providing a variety of decidu-
ous and coniferous trees and
shrubs is the best approach.
Nest boxes and platforms
also make a wonderful addi-
tion to a yard. Some of the
easier bird species to attract
include house wrens, tree
swallows, black-capped
chickadees, red-breasted
nuthatches, and American
robins.
It is also important to pro-

vide birds with water for drinking and
bathing. In fact, water will attract more
species than those that visit bird feed-
ers. Concrete bird baths are the simplest
way to make water available to birds.
Just make sure the sides incline gently
to a depth of nomore than two to three
inches. The surface should be rough for
better footing.
To attract an even greater variety of

birds, however, you need to add some
sound andmotion to the water source.
Nothing catches a passing songbird’s
attention like moving water. One way to
do this is to let a garden hose drip into
the bath. This can be particularly effec-
tive for attracting migrants, especially in
late August through September. Devices
called drippers are available commer-
cially for the same purpose. In the
longer term, youmay wish to consider
putting in a backyard pond. Ponds for
birds should be shallow, with gently
sloping shorelines.
A welcoming backyard habitat for

birds and insects must also be pesticide
free. Eliminating pesticides is arguably
the most important thing you can do to
make your yard and gardens bird-
friendly. Also, a garden that approxi-
mates a wild, natural environment will
usually catch the attention of birds far
more quickly than one that is squeaky
clean. This can be accomplished by
leaving a “wild area” in the corner of
your property to develop on its own
with tall grasses, vines, dead leaves, and
brambles. Youmight even want to leave
some patches of bare earth or sand in a
sheltered area. Birds will use these for
taking dust baths.
Finally, you need to think about your

lawn. Tomost birds, a large expanse of
closely cropped grass represents danger
frompredators and has almost no habitat
value. Design your yard so there are
islands of food-producing plants and
borders of plants around the edges. Don’t
keep your lawn cropped too closely and,
of course, eliminate pesticide and herbi-
cide use—even organic ones. In this
way, you’ll be safeguarding theworms
and insects that feed the birds.
Next week, I’ll look more closely at

what species of trees, shrubs and flow-
ers to plant.

Preparing for the worst is
probably the most impor-

tant rule that any computer-user
should follow. Nomatter
whether you’re the cause, or
merely an innocent victim, be
ready for that dreaded day when
your computer fails and loses all
of your data and programs.

People used to store letters in
shoe boxes and photos in
albums, while music was on
records. A fire or flood was the

only thing that could destroy
them. Now, decades of files and
precious photos are digitally
stored on a hard drive in a box
filled with electronic circuitry, all
of it orchestrated by software. A
power surge or a damaged line
of computer code could erase a
lifetime of memories. But if
you’re prepared you can scoff at
such an eventuality.
Backing up data ranges from

minimal backups of essential
files to completely copying every
file on the hard drive. No matter
what level of computer compe-
tence you possess, there is a
method that will suit you. Burn-
ing data to a CD or DVD used to
be the only low-cost, high-
capacity backup format. CDs
and DVDs do come in re-
writable formats, but the trans-

fer process is painfully slow and
it’s usually hard to keep track of
your copied folders if they span
several disks.
The USB flashmemory drive,

often called a key drive, is much
more versatile and practical. It’s
about the size of a key fob, plugs
into a standard USB port on your
computer, and will hold several
gigabytes of data, or the equiva-
lent of thousands of photos and
more documents than you prob-
ably possess. You can get one for
less than $20 and the transfer of
data is very quick. When you
plug in the drive the operating
system automatically recognizes
it and prepares it for use. You
transfer files to it and then store
it away, preferably in another
part of the house. A standard
drive should last several years,

but don’t forget where you stored
it and follow the instructions for
safely removing it from the com-
puter, which you’ll find at
www.uwec.edu/help/General/re
moveusb.htm.
For a serious backup, you

can’t do much better than an
external hard drive. One of these
devices is identical to the hard
drive in your computer but con-
nects to a USB port and is fully
portable. The real surprise is the
cost. The price of one, which will
probably be larger than the drive
inside your computer, has plum-
meted in the past year and is
now in the $100 range.
For total peace of mind, a pro-

gram called Acronis True Image
(www.acronis.com), which I
bought locally, will back up
everything on the computer

including the operating system.
When I accidentally partially for-
matted my computer’s drive, I
restored it to its original condi-
tion with no data loss in less
than half an hour, as opposed to
a day if I had to re-install all of
the programs.
Besides backing up your files,

you can protect them by putting
them on a different part of the
drive than the operating system.
Partitioning is dividing the same
drive so that the operating
system sees it as two drives, usu-
ally C and D. Programs and the
operating system are on the C
drive and your personal files are
kept on the D drive. If a virus
attacks the C drive or Windows
crashes, you can format the
damaged partition and re-install
everything without losing any of

the data on the D drive.
When you purchase a new

computer, ask to have it parti-
tioned, or you can do it yourself
with a free program called
Easeus PartitionMaster Home
Edition (http://www.partition-
tool.com). It will even partition a
drive on the fly, whichmeans
splitting a drive that already has
data and programs on it, without
losing any files. If you have trou-
ble finding the websites referred
to in this column, or any for the
past year, go my website at
www.rayser.ca/online for click-
able links to the sites.

Ray Saitz, a Peterborough resi-
dent and teacher, writes a weekly
column on the Internet. He can
be reached at
rayser3@cogeco.ca.
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Backyards to the rescue

Having a backup plan will avoid computer catastrophe

What you plant in your garden can play important part in saving threatened birds

Planting native trees will help attract
migrating warblers to your yard, such as
this male black-throated blue warbler
(centre photo). Examples of native trees
that are far more valuable to birds than
non-native ones include (clockwise from
top left) the hawthorn, choke cherry and
round-leaved dogwood.
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Drew Monkman is a Peterborough
teacher and author of Nature's Year in
the Kawarthas. He can be reached at
dmonkman1@cogeco.ca. Visit his web-
site and see past columns at
www.drewmonkman.com.

Karl Egressy is a Guelph nature photog-
rapher. To see more of his work and to
contact him, go to www.kegressy.com.
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You can make a real dif-
ference to our bird life

based on what you plant in your
yard. We need to get into the
habitat of seeing or yards as nat-
ural habitat – in other words, a
sanctuary for wildlife as well as
for ourselves and our family.”


