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Theme of the presentation: Traditional urbanization practices cause radical, 
predictable shifts in wildlife populations ... but it doesn't have to be that way. 
 
Introduction 
-Our society benefits from positive wildlife experiences. (Kaplan, et al. 1996, Kaplan & 

Kaplan 1989, Ulrich 1984) 
-Research indicates that employees are able to work better when the company maintains natural 

areas on the grounds (Kaplan, et al., 1996). It has been demonstrated that people heal faster 
when they have natural views out their windows (Ulrich, 1984). Research has also shown 
that people prefer to have wooded neighborhood parks that are kept in a more natural, less 
formal, manner (Gold 1986). 

-As we urbanize the landscape, our connection to the natural world becomes more and more 
fragile. 

-Places where blocks of vegetation exist (parks, natural areas, rights of way, etc.) become 
increasingly important as places for people to enjoy the outdoors. 

-Sounds of nature are preferred. The most preferred sound is bird songs, followed by 
ocean waves (sounds of nature). The least preferred sounds are urban associated: traffic, saws 
sirens, and gunfire.(Dawson 1988) 

-Market values for homes in natural surroundings are higher, indicating that people prefer to live 
in these areas.  Although natural areas near homes increased their market values, close 
proximity to formal open space (such as well manicured parks) actually decreased market 
values (King, White and Shaw, 1991) 

-Being outdoors seems to help people relax. 
-People are actively craving wildlife more and more. While the number of people playing golf 

has increased by 29% since 1982, the number of birdwatchers has increased 155% (1994-95 
Nat. Survey on Rec. and the Env.) 

-Nature and wildlife are obviously very valuable in our society. 
-There are several levels of urbanization, From least intensive to most intensive we have... 1. 

Urban / rural interface - (farmland, lots of open space, housing is limited but increasing) 2. 
Suburban development - (lots of houses, "support" businesses like gas stations, grocery 
stores, etc., still some open space) 3. Metropolitan center - (high rises, office buildings, lots 
of concrete, little to no open space) We will look at the opportunities at each level later. 

-The three questions to be answered are... 1. What happens to the land as we urbanize it? 
2. How do wildlife populations respond? 3. How can we change the future? 
 

I. What happens to the land as we urbanize an area? 
-Areas that once provided food, water, and shelter for wildlife get cleared on a daily basis. These 

developed areas are then covered with impervious surfaces which prevent water from 



absorbing into the ground and thus increase the amount of runoff that is concentrated into 
drains and dumped straight into our waterways. This not only pollutes the streams with 
petroleum products and fertilizers, but also drastically alters the natural flow cycle of the 
aquatic system causing wild water level fluctuations. 

-The native vegetation that was removed is replaced with commonly available non-native 
vegetation resulting in a severe reduction in the urban botanical biodiversity. 

-If we don't destroy the habitat with concrete buildings and non-native plantings, we alter it 
drastically. We clear out the midstory and understory, rake leaves, and put in turfgrass so that 
all that remains is the relatively sterile canopy and grass. 

-With the loss of natural vegetation and denning sites, natural shelter declines... but artificial 
shelter actually increases. Urbanization creates lots of nooks and crannies for shelter. 

-As native plants decline, natural sources of food such as seeds, berries, etc. also decline, but 
artificial food sources such as trash, food scraps, etc. increase drastically. 

-Urban soil is mixed, compacted, and eroded. Urban groundwater is depleted. Urban surface 
water is concentrated, polluted, and unnaturally variable in its behavior. Urban vegetation is 
either cleared, paved, or replaced by non-natives. 

-Diverse sources of natural food, water, and shelter for wildlife are altered, fragmented, polluted, 
or destroyed resulting in habitat simplification at the very least. 

 
II. How do wildlife populations respond? 

- Depending on their ability to move and adapt, different groups of wildlife respond differently to 
the pressures of urbanization. 

- Due to the alteration of the watershed, and the introduction of chemical contaminants, sensitive 
aquatic species such as amphibians decline or disappear. 

- Because of fragmentation of the habitat, those that are less mobile (such as reptiles) also 
decline.  When a population disappears from an area, it is very difficult for the animals to re-
populate. 

- Because of all of the environmental factors being upset, any animal that is a specialist or has a 
special need (ex. requires insects, open fields, or cavities of a certain size) will decline. 

- Generalists are those animals that don't have special requirements regarding what they eat or 
where they nest. They not only withstand the changes that come with current urbanization 
practices, but thrive. Therefore, they should be discouraged. 

- Many of the non-native wildlife species are generalists. Non-native examples include: 
European Starling, English Sparrow, Pigeon, House Mouse, Norway Rat, Black Rat, and 
Nutria (to name a few). Native generalists include: Mockingbird, Grackle, Crow, Raccoon, 
Opossum, Skunk, Coyote (to name a few). 

- Although we see an increase in the numbers of small predators, coyotes, cats, etc.... As a 
society, we tend to eliminate large predators, so there is a conspicuous absence of large 
predators in most urban areas. This allows large herbivores like deer to become overpopulated 
in some areas. 

-As habitat diversity decreases, the number of specialists decreases. As specialists decrease, 
interspecific competition for available resources decreases. Combine this with the decrease in 
large predators, increased artificial food sources, and the generalists thrive! They reach 
population densities in urban areas that are higher than those found in natural areas. So 



traditionally, urban wildlife consists of relatively few species that breed to nuisance 
proportions. 

 
III. How can we change the future? 
- To reverse the damage, we have to restore the factors that have been lost. Everything rests on 

restoring the native habitat and hydrology.   
- Our ability to do this differs depending upon the level of urbanization.  
- In the metropolitan centers, we have the fewest options for restoring habitat. There is really 

none left to preserve or protect, so really the only thing we can do is to try to maximize the 
habitat value of small park space. Increasing the understory would be good, but would still be 
very limited in its value. So the main thing that we can do in these areas is try to control 
exotic populations. 

- We can educate people no matter what the level of urbanization is. 
- In suburban areas, there may be some habitat left. So we may be able to recognize it for its 

wildlife value and try to keep it around. Wetlands, creeks, and wooded corridors are all 
valuable to wildlife, so we can work to ensure that they do not lose that value. 

- Corporate properties have great potential for habitat. They often maintain (mow) acres and 
acres of land. By using simple techniques, we can develop areas so that they are functional, 
beautiful, and wildlife friendly. Culverts can be designed so that they not only perform their 
job, but also provide lots of crevices for the local lizard population. Prairie restorations can 
replace mowed grass. Wetland restoration projects can be initiated using local ponds. 

- Schools are also great locations for restoration projects. Once again, there are often acres of 
mowed grass. 

- Some of the best opportunities for restoration can be found in our city parks. Several parks 
departments have begun to see the benefit of habitat restoration. 

- We can use native plants to create home landscapes that are not only beautiful, but are 
beneficial for wildlife as well. 

- On the cutting edge of residential wildlife habitats is "The Preserve" which was built by 
Destiny Homes in San Antonio. The owner went to great lengths to develop sites in which 
the houses appear to have been dropped from the sky. He found ways to build homes with 
absolute minimum disturbance of the habitat around them. The idea was so popular he has 
begun the Preserve 2. 

- But the most potential to change the future of urbanization is found at the urban / rural 
interface. It is here that we can plan to include wildlife and wildlife habitat in our cities.  

 
Conclusion 

Traditional urbanization causes radical, predictable shifts in wildlife populations.  It doesn't 
have to be that way. We can change the future. By understanding how our natural ecosystems 
work, and by designing our cities in concert with those systems, we can enjoy a clean, 
healthy, and peaceful urban ecosystem. 
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