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Life flourishes even
1n the cracks

Science
Matters

By David Suzuki .«

Have you ever thought
about the grass that grows
in sidewalk cracks? These
hardy plants are generally
written off as undesirable.
They’re routinely trampled,
savaged by extreme sum-
mer heat, washed out by
rainfall and buried by win-
ter snow. To survive these
conditions is a testament to
the plants’ resilience, but
they rarely get much love
or attention.

That’s why I'm intrigued
with the work of Nova
Scotia researcher Jeremy
Lundholm and his team at
Saint Mary’s University.
They’ve been examining
plant species in sidewalk
cracks and other nooks and
crannies in Halifax. Their
research demonstrates
something simple and sur-
prising: hardy species found
in these environments are
similar to those occupying
nature’s own inhospitable
spaces — steep cliffs and
barren rock slopes.

While the connection be-
tween pavement and cliff
face isn’t immediately ob-
vious, it makes sense. Plant
species that succeed in side-
walk cracks have similar
qualities to ones that have
adapted to inhabit crevices
in exposed, rocky, wind-
swept places.

As Lundholm says, this
sort of research demon-
strates that rather than
seeing our communities as
entirely human-created, un-
natural environments, we
should recognize that urban
spaces are in many ways
“structurally and function-
ally equivalent” to natural
ecosystems.

In a recent article for The
Nature of Cities, ecologist

g)

Eric W. Sanderson sug-
gests we try to “conceive
of cities in their entirety as
ecological spaces.” This
vision of the city as eco-
system includes all streets,
sidewalks, buildings and
parking lots interacting in
a vibrant ecological mo-
saic with soil, water, air and
“everyone and everything
that participates in the great
congress of life on Earth.”

Sanderson says looking
at the built landscape of our
towns and cities this way
allows fascinating com-
parisons: steep cliff and
tall skyscraper, parkland
and meadow, gutter and
stream. The urban environ-
ment contains numerous
ecological niches that have
analogues elsewhere in na-
ture. It’s just a relatively
new type of landscape.

And within this complex
urban ecosystem, species
are constantly adapting.
The Smithsonian Conserv-
ation Biology Institute’s
Migratory Bird Center
found their subjects often
adapt to human environ-
ments. Some songbirds
have learned to survive in
noisy urban landscapes by
changing the melodies they
use to communicate. They
sing higher notes to trump
ambient background city
noise and deeper notes in
areas with many buildings
and hard surfaces. Nesting
on the ledges of high-rises
rather than cliff faces has
even helped peregrine fal-
cons adjust to city life and
assisted their dramatic post-
DDT comeback.

Yet, while some of our
feathered friends and crev-
ice-loving plants have been
adapting, the speed and
scale of urbanization in
Canada has pushed many
native species to the brink
of extinction.

Ducks Unlimited found
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that over 72 per cent of the
original wetlands in south-
ern Ontario have been
developed, and the region
is now home to about one
third of the province’s
species at risk. In British
Columbia, more than 100
imperilled plants and ani-
mals are found in the Metro
Vancouver area.

While we need to show
some love to the current
occupants of nooks and
crannies, we must also re-
double our efforts to bring
nature back to the city and
enhance what assets remain.

Efforts like the RONA
Urban Reforestation pro-
gram are on the right track.
The hardware retailer is
helping to green urban
spaces with its support for
planting thousands of trees
in Canada’s cities. This
past summer it also started
a pilot program aimed at
promoting native shrubs
and trees through in-store
nurseries.

Planting native species
in our gardens and com-
munities is increasingly
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important, because in-
digenous insects, birds and
wildlife rely on them. Over
thousands, and sometimes
millions, of years they have
co-evolved to live in local
climate and soil conditions.

To find out more about
the benefits of planting in-
digenous species, contact
the North American Native
Plant Society or check out
the excellent Grow Me In-
stead guides available for
several provinces.

Ultimately we need to
recognize that while hu-
mans continue to build
urban landscapes, we
share these spaces with
others species. Nature sur-
rounds us, from parks and
backyards to streets and
alleyways. Next time you
go out for a walk, tread
gently and remember that
we are both inhabitants and
stewards of nature in our
neighbourhoods.

Written with contribu-
tions from David Suzuki
Foundation Communi-
cations Specialist Jode
Roberts.

Catholic school board
hosts information sessions

The Halton Catholic
District School Board
will provide parents and
students with an oppor-
tunity to explore various
programs and options
available to students
starting high school in
September.

“We have planned a num-
ber of information evenings
over the course of the next
couple of months that are
designed to provide parents
with the information they
need to help their children
as they transition to sec-
ondary school,” said Toni
Pinelli, Superintendent of
Education.

Grade 8 Parent
Information

Grade 8 Parent Informa-
tion Evenings will provide
an overview of the Grade
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9 program, and provide
an opportunity for Grade
8 students and their par-
ents or guardians to meet
staff members and take a
tour of the school.

In North Halton the
meeting for parents and
students at Acton’s St. Jo-
seph Elementary School
is Tuesday, November 27
from 7 to 9 p.m.

Advanced Placement

(AP)

Local Parents and stu-
dents in Grades 7 - 9 who
are interested in learn-
ing more about the AP
Program and the appli-
cation process can attend
a meeting at Bishop P.F.
Reding Catholic Second-
ary School in Milton on
Thursday, November 15,
at 7 p.m.

Deanna Wilson
BSc. DCh.
Chiropodist
Foot Specialist

519-893-8557

65 Mill St. E.
Acton, ON
L7J 1H4
* Foot/Nail Care
* Diabetic Footcare

www.actonhead2toe.com



