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Environmental sustainability in your backyard
Amy Mead

T

hirteen years ago, my
husband and I moved to
Wilmington from Miami,
Fla., with our toddler and new
baby in tow. Having lived amid
the hustle and bustle of South
Florida, the prospect of a smaller
university town at the beach
with friendly people was very
enticing. We fell in love with the
beautiful white sand beaches
and gorgeous coastal waters for
fishing, swimming, and surfing.
The Cape Fear region has been
attracting an increasing number
of folks, whether they are escaping the cold northern weather or
looking for a smaller town feel,
population growth is booming.
Pender County has been ranked
among the fastest growing counties in North Carolina increasing
its population by over 15% since
1990. New Hanover County
went from a sleepy beach county
of 50,000 residents in 1950 to
over 230,000 today. Brunswick
County has consistently topped
the chart as the fastest growing
NC county with an estimated
32% growth rate from 2010-2019.
With rampant growth and development comes many challenges.
Impermeable surfaces are

Smooth Cordgrass sporobolus alterniﬂorus provides habitat for birds and ﬁsh and acts as a living buffer to
protect shorelines from erosion. [CONTRIBUTED PHOTO]

increasing, natural habitats are
shrinking and there is a larger
strain on our infrastructure and
natural resources. The question
is: How do we balance growth
and economic prosperity while
maintaining the quality of the
environment that draws us all to
live here?
As the new Area Natural
Resources Agent for Pender,
Brunswick, and New Hanover
counties, my program will focus
water quality issues and environmental sustainability, bringing
research-based solutions from

NC State to our county residents.
The concept of sustainability is
based on the fact that everything
humans need to survive is based
either directly or indirectly on our
natural environment. Sustainability looks to the future and
asks; how do we fulfill our needs
now and ensure that the needs of
our children and grandchildren
will be met? The United States
committed to sustainability with
the National Environmental
Policy Act of 1969, declaring it
a national policy “to create and
maintain conditions under which

humans and nature can exist in
productive harmony, that permit
fulfilling the social, economic and
other requirements of present
and future generations.” This is a
laudable and ultimately essential
goal to work towards.
Here on the coast, we want
to ensure that our descendants
have clean water to drink,
healthy waterways for fishing
and recreation, habitat for birds
and other animals, and pollinators to support agriculture.
There are wonderful examples
of communities collaborating to

Sugar Shack answers
heart’s call for nature
By Norman Winter
Tribune News Service

This year with all of its challenges, many gardeners have
experienced a “Call of the Wild”
type moment. It’s not a call to
plant a jungle, or a xeriscape,
but to plant with an eye toward
the environment and nature.
If you find yourself in this category then I would like to give a
shout out to Sugar Shack. With
the country under a big chill,
now is a great time to plan.
Sugar Shack is a compact or behaved form of the
native buttonbush. It is known
botanically as Cephalanthus
occidentalis and is native to most
of the lower 48 states. It is also
native to much of Canada.
The buttonbush is so incredibly
designed and beautiful in bloom

that people are always sending it to me to identify. There is
something special when natives
catch the eye and inquiring minds
want to know: Can I grow it at my
house? The answer for the most
part, is always yes, yes do it.
Well you know how it is finding
natives, you need a cross between
Sherlock Holmes and Indiana
Jones. Sugar Shack will change
that thanks to Proven Winners. Go
to their website to help you source
plants. In fact, there are other
incredible natives I’ll be telling you
about over the coming months.
So, Sugar Shack offers you
the opportunity to grow this
plant in a designed landscape
size that will reach 48 inches tall
and as wide. You don’t have to
incorporate a 20-foot monolithic specimen. Best of all you
don’t have to have perfect soil.
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Buttonbush can actually grow
in water and in boggy areas or
soils that stay wet. Every week,
I remind you in this column that
this plant or that must have good
drainage, especially to survive the winter. Sugar Shack is
deciduous and very cold hardy,
recommended for zones 4-10.
At the Coastal Georgia Botanical Gardens, we had a problem
area that always stayed wet

next to the new visitor center.
This area became an asset as
visitors would walk an elevated
ramp right next to the blooms
of about four buttonbushes.
Once you grow it you will see
why it fulfills your dreams and
desires for a back-to-nature
environment. The buttonbush
will bring in bees and butterflies.
I could stop there and we could
do the happy dance. According

improve and protect our natural environment. For example,
the NC Wildlife Federation, in
partnership with the Town of
Carolina Beach, NC Cooperative
Extension, Plastic Ocean Project,
and the Island Wildlife Chapter
have undertaken restoration of
a portion of the Carolina Beach
Lake shoreline. The addition
of coir matting to stabilize the
bank along with new native trees
and grasses will improve water
quality by filtering stormwater
runoff and have the co-benefit of
providing habitat for our native
birds and insects.
If you are interested to learn
how you can make a difference,
the NC Cooperative Extension
will host a Backyard Sustainability Series this spring. These
classes will cover stormwater
solutions for homeowners, native
plants for wildlife, planting trees
for resiliency, composting and
recycling, urban wildlife, pollinators and more. These classes
will help residents learn skills to
live in harmony with their natural
environment and help to preserve
our natural resources for future
generations to enjoy.
The Arboretum is free and open
to the public every day from 8
a.m. to 5 p.m. It is located at 6206
Oleander Drive in Wilmington.
Amy Mead is the NC Cooperative
Extension Area Natural Resources
Agent for the Brunswick, Pender,
and New Hanover counties. Reach
her at afmead@ncsu.edu.

to Texas A&M there are 28 species of birds that will eat the
seeds. Can I get a “holy wow”?
Now let me qualify that not
all 28 species are songbirds. Illinois Wildflowers list wood duck,
northern pintail, mallard, teals and
greater prairie chicken to name a
few. Can you believe as the seeds
float on the water they are eaten
by waterfowl? Obviously, you
don’t have to have a lake or pond
to grow Sugar Shack, but if you
do, you have a rare opportunity.
As you might expect with the
native DNA the disease pressures
are low and the fragrant blooms
are produced most of the summer. Those looking for additional
plants for honey bees will also find
the buttonbush to be highly rated.
I challenge you to look at a
bloom through binoculars or
a telephoto lens and see if you
aren’t totally mesmerized. You’ll
agree it is awesome when a native
shrub produces fragrant exotic
blossoms and yet feeds bees,
birds and butterflies too. That
makes it a winner in my book!
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