


CHAPTER 1

The Critters Are Coming

IF YOU COULD TAKE ATTENDANCE of all the animals in your city, who would be on that list? Pigeons? Small brown birds? Squirrels? I’m going to guess rats.

Would you be surprised if I told you that your city might be an urban oasis for wildlife? No joke.

Cities worldwide are crawling with critters like raccoons, squirrels, opossums, mice, moles, hawks, seagulls, geese, bats, insects, coyotes, foxes, and even bears. Here’s a sampling of what you can find in some truly “wild” cities.

In Berlin, Germany, three thousand wild boars roam through the city, digging up gardens to forage for food.1 Melbourne, Australia, is home to thirty-eight thousand megabats called gray-headed flying foxes. In Mumbai, India, over forty leopards roam a city park, living alongside people.2 The Chicago, Illinois, area has fifteen hundred to two thousand coyotes.3 Los Angeles, California, had its own mountain lion for over ten years.4 Nearly one hundred hawk nests can be found in New York City, some tucked into the ledges of multi-million-dollar high rises.5

Some city dwellers only became aware that they were sharing their cities with wild neighbors during the Covid-19 pandemic. Do you remember some of the urban wildlife sightings shared during that time? Suddenly people worldwide saw wild creatures in their cities, in the middle of streets without cars or in empty downtown shopping areas. There were photos of jackals in Tel Aviv, Israel; pumas in Santiago, Chile; and mountain goats roaming city streets in Wales in Great Britain.6 These animals didn’t move in during the pandemic. They had already been living in these cities. But they came out when the coast was clear, with people locked up indoors, “sheltering in place.” Many people weren’t aware they lived with wildlife because critters are experts at keeping out of sight.7
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But many critters are moving to the city, or at least the city is moving to them. As cities grow, they expand into rural or suburban areas where wild animals live. Critters are not moving into our backyards. We are moving to them.

As we occupy more of their natural habitat, critters will cross paths with us more often. Experts say cities worldwide are growing (more of that in chapter 2). It has never been more important to understand our wild neighbors and learn how to share our city spaces with them as best we can.

Fortunately, many experts are learning how people and other living things affect each other in cities. This field, called urban ecology, studies the relationships of living organisms in an urban environment.8 Some experts may be interested in how humans change the environment. Some may be interested in which species do well in urban environments.

These experts are teaching us fascinating things about city critters. They’ve learned that while cities are challenging places for animals to thrive, some cities are better places for wild critters than others. Just as every city is different, so is its wildlife. While every city will have some type of critter, with roaches and rats most likely making the list, not every city can host boars or jackals. Some cities offer more benefits to wildlife, such as more green space, native plants, or connected greenways.

They’re also learning that some critters adapt well to city living. They even prefer it. One study of birds worldwide found that over 10 percent of bird species were found only in cities.9 We also know that cities have more bees (and more different species of bees) than rural areas.10 Some species, like bears, grow faster in the city. Others, like foxes, develop new, city-savvy bodily or behavioral features. And some critters have more babies in cities.11
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Scientists worldwide are teaming up to share this research to help more cities become better places for nature. The Urban Wildlife Information Network is an alliance of urban wildlife scientists collecting information and developing tools to help humans and wildlife coexist in cities.12 Ideally, this amazing research will be helpful to professionals like city planners, landscape architects, and urban wildlife managers, who can help create more harmonious shared environments.

The fact that experts are studying nature in cities is a giant leap forward. Cities have only recently been thought of as places to find nature. In fact, for the past one hundred years, the field of wildlife ecology excluded cities entirely. Nature was considered somewhere “out there,” away from a city, in a wildlife preserve or forest. Scientists figured there was no point in looking for urban wildlife since cities were biodiversity deserts.13

I faced this bias when I considered studying city birds in graduate school. One ornithology professor in a large U.S. university told me this study was useless. He explained to me that you can’t understand nature if you live in a city.

A few decades later, here I am writing this book about the opportunity—and responsibility—you have to learn about nature in your city. You can learn so much about nature in a city. Cities are anything but nature deserts. They are dynamic habitats, constantly changing and shifting. As cities expand and more creatures learn how to live in them, cities become truly wild places. Cities have been called the biggest ecological success stories of our time. I wonder what that ornithology professor has to say about that.








CHAPTER 2

A Brief(ish) History of Nature in Cities

IT’S INTERESTING THAT WE DON’T THINK of nature when we think about cities. Because, really, most cities are where they are today because of nature.

To understand the story of nature and cities, we can go back to the first known cities. Cities started springing up around 5000 BCE in southern Mesopotamia, which is now part of present-day Iraq. These early cities were built on islands in swampy areas called wetlands.1 Wetlands are super-diverse places that provide habitat for thousands of plants and animals. In fact, wetlands hold one-third of all vertebrate species.2

In the wetlands, people could gather water and food to eat, like fish and shellfish. They could also trade more easily, as wetlands provide access to the water. A bonus is that wetlands could be defended from enemies and offered a water escape route if things got bad.3 The Ro mans understood the importance of wetlands and established a port and trading settlement in 43 CE surrounded by forests and marshes. This city later became known as London, which you may have heard about.4

Today, some of the world’s largest cities are built on wetlands. These cities include Shanghai, Paris, London, Dhaka, Saint Petersburg, Singapore, Toronto, Berlin, Boston, New York, Los Angeles, Mumbai, New Orleans, Chicago, and Calcutta … to name a few.5
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A city wetland is an ecosystem that provides habitat, water, food, and shelter for many species in cities. JENETTE RESTIVO



In fact, many cities were built in nature-rich places near rivers, wetlands, oceans, forests, or mineral deposits. Living among these resources allowed people to harvest natural products like wood from forests to be used for fuel and for building. It was also a convenient place to set up a trade in animal products such as honey or pelts. Montreal, in Canada, provided a convenient location for fur traders to trap beaver and transport the pelts down the Saint Lawrence River to buyers.6 Denver sprang up in the place where people wanted to mine metals, and Chicago was settled because of its proximity to timber, beef, and grain.7

If our cities were built in places with rich biodiversity, or where lots of plants and animals live, we would expect to see hundreds of different species of plants and animals in our cities every day, right?

Unfortunately, this isn’t the case. As cities grew into the surrounding countryside, habitats were transformed into “people-friendly” places at the expense of nature. Trees were cut down to be used as resources and to make room for homes, roads, and buildings. The wetlands became inconvenient for building heavy structures, so they were filled in. Rivers were even buried to make space for buildings and roads.8

With their habitats destroyed, wild animals were affected. Wild critters need a few things to survive and thrive: (1) food, (2) shelter, and (3) a place to breed and raise young. By destroying natural habitats, cities made it challenging for critters to meet their basic survival needs. While a handful of critters could remain in developed areas, living alongside humans, many were pushed out of areas of human development and into wilder places.

New York City is not the exception; it is the rule for how cities approach nature (see box 2.1). As cities worldwide grew, people living in them cleared natural areas to build roads, homes, buildings, and subways in their place.


BOX 2.1

A NEW YORK STORY

Most people around the world know New York City. But most people do not know that before it was a colony, New York City was a marshland with around six hundred vertebrate species: fox, wolf, wildcat, flying squirrel, beaver, mink, otter, polecats, bears. As the city grew throughout its history, people destroyed the natural balanced ecosystems in the area to make it more convenient for people.

This wasn’t good news for wild native New Yorkers, of course. Rich habitats such as bogs and swamplands were filled in; rivers were buried under concrete. Over time, human engineering replaced natural processes, such as the flood control that wetlands do so well. But natural waterways are hard to control. Today, the Metropolitan Transportation Authority pumps out thirteen million gallons of water a day to keep the subway working!

By the nineteenth century, huge numbers of immigrants were arriving from Europe to New York. This rapid population growth took a toll on the wild inhabitants of the area. By 1865, New York City had very few wild animals left, though you could easily find barn animals like pigs and cows roaming the streets (as well as leaving their waste). Even squirrels had been killed or pushed out of their native habitat!1
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1. Peter S. Alagona, The Accidental Ecosystem: People and Wildlife in American Cities, 1st ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2022).
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Take trees. Before electricity became widespread in the twentieth century, fire was a daily danger due to gas lamps. Because of the risk, many people who lived in cities considered trees a nuisance or threat. Cities across the United States targeted trees to reduce the risk of fire. For example, the city of Philadelphia voted in 1782 that all street trees should be removed. By the mid-nineteenth century, most cities had few street trees left.9

When the trees go, so do the primary habitat and resources for critters (more on that subject in chapter 9). By the early 1800s, most U.S. cities had lost much of their native wildlife.10 This imbalance doesn’t affect just resident, local species. Even migrating animals that only pass through a city are affected. Migration is exhausting and requires that critters replenish their energy reserves with rest, water, and food. When we destroy biodiverse spaces, we also impact the ability of migrating animals to survive.


Urban Nature: A Comeback Story

Things did not look good for nature as humans built and expanded cities. But during the twentieth century, people would start to put out a welcome mat. In the 1880s, an English urban planner named Ebenezer Howard wrote a book titled Garden Cities of Tomorrow. The book described a movement to reconnect people with nature in cities.11
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People started to see nature and the outdoors as important for city living. As cities became more industrial, with many factories and busy areas, people needed a place to relax and take a break. This situation led to a new idea, called the urban planning movement, which focused on designing cities that helped people stay healthy. The movement believed that having nature and outdoor spaces was important for people’s health.12 City parks were created, and green space became important in city planning. New York’s Central Park is an example of a green space created to encourage people to spend time outside for better health.13

The green space was a good thing for people and critters. In fact, by the early 1900s, the eastern gray squirrel became the first wild animal to return to American cities.14
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Today, many cities worldwide are returning to their natural roots and becoming nature-full cities. Urban forests are growing, with some of the biggest urban forests found in Germany, Switzerland, and Austria. The Bosque Metropolitano in Madrid is a forty-seven-mile forest belt planned to loop the city and improve its air quality.15 Beijing is in the middle of a forestation program called the Green Necklace.16 Lima is planting a belt of trees to make the city greener.17 The largest urban forest in the world is Tijuca National Park in the center of Rio de Janeiro. It’s ninety-six hundred acres!18 In the United States, the Great Trinity Forest is a six-thousand-acre ancient woodland in Dallas and the largest urban forest in the country.19 You’ll learn more about the “greening” of cities in chapter 13.

Even in New York City, nature is making a comeback. Wetlands are being restored in some of those filled-in sites. What was once one of the largest garbage dumps, the Fresh Kills Landfill (from the Middle Dutch word kille, which means riverbed) in Staten Island, is being reclaimed as a natural wetland.20 Abandoned infrastructure, such as old roads and bridges, has been turned into green space. The High Line in Manhattan is a lush green park built on an abandoned elevated rail line. This sanctuary in the city is filled with gardens inspired by plants that grew wild in the space for twenty-five years after the trains stopped running.21
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Wildlife is responding to these healthy efforts to green up cities. Since 1970, global wildlife populations have decreased by 60 percent, but cities have only grown richer with wildlife.22 Chapter 5 will feature more wildlife success stories. But first, let’s examine the fuss about nature in cities and why it matters.




[image: fig_18_1.jpg]










CHAPTER 3

Our Urban Planet
Cities, Cities, Everywhere!

IF YOU PICKED UP THIS BOOK, chances are you’re a kid growing up in a city somewhere in the world. You may live in an apartment building or a multifamily home. You might walk a few blocks to get to school. You are likely comfortable using public transportation like buses and subways. Maybe you have a small backyard or a local park where you “touch grass.” In essence, you’re a city kid! And you’re very accustomed to life with sidewalks, crosswalks, buses, buildings, and many people.

You’re not alone. Many kids are growing up as city kids today, even more than ever. More than half of the world’s human population now lives in cities.1 Today, 80 percent of people—and kids—in the United States live in cities.2

Cities are growing. In fact, cities are the fastest-growing habitat on earth! At this very moment, 423 cities around the world are growing.3 Maybe yours is one of them? By the year 2030, there will be five billion city dwellers worldwide.4 That’s a lot of people sharing a small amount of land! By the year 2050, two out of three people on earth will live in cities.5
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DID YOU KNOW?

There are thirty-three megacities around the world. A megacity is a city with a population of over ten million people!6




Cities and Kids

I love living in a city. Cities are exciting places that are easy to get around in and offer many things people love and need. They’re also great places for families. You have excellent access to cultural experiences such as theater and museums. You also have more choices for schools, restaurants, and stores. And because you don’t have to drive everywhere and tend to walk more, city living means a more active lifestyle.

With all the exciting things to do, city kids have busy lifestyles. Think about your own schedule. How filled up is your own daily calendar? Maybe it’s packed with activities such as:
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That’s a great list, but something important is missing: nature! In fact, nature would be missing from most kids’ lists of activities because kids spend less than ten minutes playing outside each day!7 That’s sad because nature is vital to our health and well-being. We need nature in our daily lives, not just on a yearly vacation to a national park.

We’ve known for some time that kids are growing up without nature. Writer Richard Louv identified this lack of nature twenty years ago in 2005. While researching an article he was writing, Louv uncovered a trend of children spending less time outside, exploring and discovering nature. Kids were too busy with school, homework, or after-school activities. They were also spending more time on screens and with technology than ever before. While nature time was on a downward trend, problems such as obesity, attention disorders, and depression were on the rise for kids.

Louv called this lack of nature in childhood “nature deficit disorder” and wrote a book about it. Last Child in the Woods was a best seller.8 Louv had identified a new childhood trend—a shortage of nature. After writing the book, Louv cofounded a nonprofit called the Children & Nature Network, where I worked with him for several years and learned all about the importance of nature for kids.

Soon more people were paying attention to the absence of nature in childhood. Experts have done hundreds of studies to learn about the role of nature in childhood. Some researchers have discovered that kids today are less knowledgeable and comfortable with the outside world than ever. One study found that nearly a quarter of the kids asked had no idea what a robin looked like, and almost none knew what a bumblebee looked like.9

You may know what a robin or a bumblebee looks like. But when kids don’t spend time outdoors, they’ll never see those amazing critters, so they will not be able to identify them. Some kids very rarely spend time outside in nature. I’ll never forget an experience I had while living in New York City. I was tagging along with the group of park rangers called the Urban Park Rangers in New York’s Central Park. I was working on a television series on city wildlife, and this was the place to find it. I had spent countless hours birdwatching in that park and regularly checked in on its famous red-tailed hawk, Pale Male.

The rangers were leading a group of local middle school children on a walk through the park, pointing out the natural features of the landscape, trees, and critters. As they do in many city parks, an eastern gray squirrel darted out in front of the group and raced up a tree. Some of the children jumped away, frightened of the squirrel. One girl yelled at the park ranger, “What is that thing?!” The park ranger wasn’t surprised by the question and patiently explained what a squirrel is to the group. He later told me that this reaction was common for many city kids. They don’t observe or know nature, even the local nature living in the same world.

A few years ago, a group of researchers set out to learn which animals would make a “most popular” list for kids in the fourth through eighth grades. They asked a few thousand kids in North Carolina which animals they liked most and which they liked the least. The clear winners of the popularity contest? Cats and dogs. Their top wild animals were pandas, rabbits, wolves, monkeys, and lions. Besides rabbits, the kids would see these wild animals only on a screen or at a zoo. The kids rated local wild animals they might see—skunks and bobcats, coyotes and bats—at the bottom of their list, describing them as frightening. They were creeped out by invertebrates, reptiles, and fish.10

It’s not just kids who ignore nature around them. Many adults don’t bother noticing nature, either. This habit of ignoring nature has a name: plant blindness. It means what you think: people are “blind” to plants in their surroundings. They don’t see them.11 That’s sad, considering how unique and beautiful plants and trees are.

You may wonder, “Why is it important to know nature?” There are many reasons, but one that matters to the planet’s future is this: when we spend time in nature, we are more likely to be nature stewards, or people who protect and care for nature.12




Benefits of Nature

Nature is struggling because of climate change, habitat loss, and a significant drop in the number of different species. It’s important to keep nature healthy for many reasons. Let’s start with the obvious. Nature is beautiful. Think about your city without nature in it. Gone are the trees that provide us with shade and beautiful leaves. Goodbye fall foliage. Absent are the colorful birds and flowers. Without natural spaces with trees, plants, and ponds, our cities are just seas of asphalt. Nature makes our cities so much prettier.

But nature is not just pretty. It is also vital to our planet. Plants are the lungs of the city and the planet. They absorb carbon dioxide (CO2), release oxygen, and control the planet’s temperature. Humans release CO2 when we burn fossil fuels, which warms our planet and causes climate change. But plants are the heroes that suck up the CO2, converting much of it to the oxygen we need.13

Plants are essential for a healthy natural ecosystem in many other ways. They silently work nonstop to keep life on the planet thriving. Plants provide food and habitat that other critters need to survive. More plants means more insects, birds, mammals, and so on, all the way up the food chain. Many of these critters are pollinators, making them essential for those plants and our food supply.

Plants cool the planet by providing shade on our streets. They also create rain through transpiration/evaporation, capture stormwater, purify our water, and prevent flooding.14

In addition, nature is good for our bodies and minds. Study after study has proven the benefits of nature for our minds, health, and bodies. Just looking at nature calms the soul and soothes the nerves. People heal faster when they can see nature. Kids learn better when they have access to green spaces.15 See more in box 3.1.

Even though we know how essential nature is, sometimes we forget that we’re a part of it too. We’re not separate from nonhuman animals and plants—we’re all connected. Taking care of nature means taking care of us. If we work together to take care of our planet, we can ensure that nature stays healthy for all of us!
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BOX 3.1

BENEFITS OF NATURE FOR OUR BODIES

Not only is spending time outside in nature fun, but it also helps you stay healthy. Here are some ways:
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Where’s the Best Place to Get Your Daily Dose of Nature?

Hopefully, now you understand the importance of nature for our planet and for our own health. But you may also be wondering, “How can I put nature on my daily list in a city surrounded by buildings, streets, and other ‘people stuff’? Isn’t nature wherever the city is not, as in the forest or the mountains?”

If you’ve ever been to a national park, you know just how magnificent nature is. A visit to a place like Yellowstone National Park, with its geysers and wildlife like wolves and bison, is a life-changing experience. Big mountains, big wild-life, big trees that inspire awe are nature at its finest. I call this type of nature “big nature.” Big nature is an incredible experience. We need it and should all be able to experience it.

The National Park Service thinks so, too. This is why it hosts days during the year when you can visit national parks for free. It even offers a special pass called Every Kid Outdoors that gets fourth graders and their families into any national park for free!

But how many people live near a national park? If you do, you are lucky. But most of us visit big nature only on vacation, if ever. Don’t get me wrong—the times I’ve spent in stunning natural places like rainforests in Peru or dry desert parks like Utah’s Zion National Park are locked in my memory. However, the best way to experience nature is by enjoying it every day. We need a dose of nature as often as possible. Remember that you are a visitor to the forest. But in the city, you’re at home.

The good news is that nature is nearby. Fun fact: There are over two million acres of parks and playgrounds in the one hundred most populated U.S. cities. In fact, most cities have land set aside for parks and green spaces, and many are creating more. Numerous cities are not only making space for nature but also investing big money into it with multi-million-dollar park projects all around the world.16

Parks are fantastic, but there are many other natural spots in cities. Take gardens. City gardens are amazing places for nature. Experts have learned that private and community urban gardens are incredibly biodiverse places, meaning they support many different species of animals and plants. One-quarter of city land is private gardens, the predominant ecosystem in cities.17 If you’re fortunate to have access to a private garden, good for you. If not, you’ll soon learn other ways to get to











RESOURCES


WEBSITES

American Horticultural Society: https://ahsgardening.org


Audubon’s Native Plants Database: https://www.audubon.org/native-plants California Academy Citizen Science Projects: https://calacademy.org/citizen-science


Celebrate Urban Birds: https://celebrateurbanbirds.org


Certify a Wildlife Garden: https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/Certify


Childhood by Nature: https://childhoodbynature.com


CitiesWithNature: https://citieswithnature.org


CitizenScience: https://citizenscience.gov


City Nature Challenge: https://citynaturechallenge.org


Every Kid Outdoors, National Park Service: https://everykidoutdoors.gov/index.htm


My Tree: https://mytree.itreetools.org


National Geographic Citizen Science Projects: https://nationalgeographic.org/idea/citizen-science-projects


Neighbor to Neighbor: https://www.n2n.solutions


Network of Biophilic Cities: https://www.biophiliccities.org/join-the-network


SciStarter: https://scistarter.org


Tree Cities of the World: https://treecitiesoftheworld.org


Tree City USA: https://www.arborday.org


Treepedia: https://senseable.mit.edu/treepedia


Urban Wildlife Information Network: https://www.urbanwildlifeinfo.org


We Tree Boston: https://wetreeboston.wixsite.com/we-tree-boston


Zooniverse: https://zooniverse.org
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Nature makes me feel...

NATURE MAKES ME FEEL. ..

/) Think about how you feel when
/ you are outside in nature. Jot down
some thoughts about how nature

makes you feel. Remember that
nature can be experienced in many

ways, from going on a camping
trip to walking through a city park.
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TIME TRAVEL WITH
YOUR IMAGINATION
Draw a picture of what you
imagine your city might look like
one hundred years from now.
Don’t forget to include nature
in your picture.
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BEFORE IT WAS A CITY
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before it was a city.
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