Sacred Grounds Steward Entry

Fort Street Pollinator Habitat Becomes the Community's Garden 

Project Description


The Fort Street Pollinator Habitat is blooming next to a well-used city trail in a historically underserved neighborhood. A partnership between the Green Sanctuary Committee of the First Unitarian Universalist Society and the City of Marietta, Ohio, this city-owned riverbank is being restored with native plants chosen to increase biodiversity, improve resilience to erosion and flooding, sequester carbon, and filter stormwater and street runoff near the confluence of the Muskingum and Ohio Rivers.  The initial project was funded by a grant from Dupont. 


In late summer 2020, committee members met with representatives of the city council and administration to choose a site. We then approached the full council with a plan to create the habitat, with approval granted in November 2020. Phase One of the planting extends approximately 225 feet along a steep slope, with city permission to expand as funds and volunteers allow.



In its first season, the habitat has attracted a variety of insects, birds, and at least one eastern garter snake. Tabling a summer festival resulted in a volunteer list of community members not affiliated with the congregation and a request from the manager of an industrial site for assistance in developing habitat on their property. Another neighborhood group has created a butterfly garden in the historic commercial district on the next block, with plans for more. Neighbors have donated money for more plants, and a youth organization has offered to create signage.


A congregation's project has become the community's garden.

Challenges and Solutions


The site is a steep slope below a residential street and above a popular riverside trail. At one time, a section had been planted as an English cottage garden of non-native perennials by a now-deceased neighbor, but by 2020 the hillside had been largely overtaken by invasive exotics and poison ivy. 


We did not want to use herbicides so close to the river, so the hill was solarized with black plastic. Before spreading the plastic, committee members rescued desirable native plants, along with others to create a memorial to the previous gardener. The plastic lifted during high winds, so volunteers created a weight system involving bamboo poles and repurposed water-filled jugs, which were left in place through the winter and growing season.


Due to the site's visibility, the committee planted a thirty-foot demonstration section in May 2021, with many of the plants either rescued from the site or grown from volunteer-collected seed. A team met regularly to weed out returning invasives, and a local landscaping company donated mulch. The plantings thrived, increasing neighborhood support for the project, and more than a dozen community members joined a habitat volunteer group. In October, volunteers removed the solarization materials and added more than 200 plants to the site.


Establishing plantings requires water, which the city provided. Volunteers watered the demonstration area by hand for several months, not a practical technique for the larger area.  

A donated drip irrigation system has now been installed and winterized.

Estimated Cost Savings and Carbon Reduction


The Phase One hillside had not been mowed by the city for some time due to budget restrictions. The neighbor who maintained this small site spent at least an hour each week for twenty weeks mowing and trimming, using gasoline-powered equipment; by some estimates, an hour of mowing produces as much hydrocarbon pollution as driving the average car 160 miles. Once mature, the habitat will require only an annual cutting back, a significant savings in labor and carbon emissions. When the habitat expands onto the trail-adjacent lawn, currently mowed by city crews on lawn tractors, the reduction in labor and emissions will be even greater.
