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F E A T U R E

When Jesus Reyes began his freshman 
year at Common Ground High School, 
an environmental charter school, the 
environment was the last thing on his mind.

But he began volunteering in neighborhoods to help 
residents create gardens designed for migratory birds to 
rest, eat and nest. He soon learned the benefits of listening 
to songbirds, soaking in blossoms’ scents and watching 
butterflies flit from flower to flower. 

Reyes, now a junior at the University of Maine, says his 
work helping create gardens for wildlife and people changed 
his life. 

 “When you go into a green space or urban oasis, it really 
allows you to become one with yourself and be surrounded 
with your own thoughts,” says Reyes, 
who is studying biology and outdoor 
tourism. 

As urban centers expand and 
wildlife habitat is lost, birds trying to 
survive their long migratory journey 
face growing challenges. One in eight 
of the world’s bird species is deemed 
globally threatened, including 222 
critically endangered species at risk 
of imminent extinction, according 
to BirdLife International.  At least 
37 percent of North America’s 
bird species is at risk, 432 of the 
1,154, according to the State of 
North America’s Birds 2016 report, 
published on behalf of the North 
American Bird Conservation 
Initiative. Without environmental 
stewards who will work to preserve 
natural resources, wildlife diversity 
will continue to decline. But around 
the world, conservationists have led 

recoveries and brought back numerous species from the 
brink, BirdLife International reports.

Four out of five Americans live in an urban environment, 
and surveys reveal that Americans spend 90 percent of 
their time indoors, according to a 2017 paper published in 
Environmental Health Perspectives. Screen time for all ages 
has grown, while time spent visiting parks, playing outdoors, 
hiking, fishing and camping has plummeted. Extensive 
research shows that time spent in nature boosts mental and 
physical health, reduces stress, benefits sleep, and improves 
quality of life.

Five years ago, Audubon Connecticut, the U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Service and other groups launched the New Haven 
Harbor Watershed Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership and 

are working together to create Urban 
Oases. The first year, partners in 
the program started oases at three 
schools and four parks. With help 
from several parks’ friends’ groups, 
the program has expanded to 28 sites 
containing native trees, shrubs and 
perennials. 

The partnership simultaneously 
helps migratory songbirds on the 
Atlantic Flyway while providing 
safe, enjoyable places within the 
city for people to grow vegetables, 
fruit and flowers, for children to 
play and for all ages to enjoy nature, 
says Katie Blake, bird-friendly 
communities manager for Audubon 
Connecticut. 

Once threatened, natural habitats 
are coming back to life

by THERESA SULLIVAN BARGER 

Urban Oases

A Prothonotary Warbler finds food for 
his young. Photo by Will Stuart
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A bee gathers nectar on butterfly weed 
blossoms. Photo by Nan Bartow

“Birds need to nest and refuel. Providing 
stopping off points along the Atlantic Flyway was 
crucial to their survival,” she says. 

Since the launch of the program, Audubon 
Connecticut has seen an increase in birds, butterflies 
and bees and a rise in the number of birders coming 
to New Haven parks. 

“If you build it, they will come,” Blake says.
Studies comparing untouched vegetation in one 

park compared to an urban oasis area in the same 
park where invasive plants have been removed and 
replaced with native plants show significantly more 
insects. In 2017, there were 106 insects across 71 
species at one urban oasis compared to 62 insects 
across 13 species in the control plot, Blake says. 
About 96 percent of land birds rely on insect protein 
to feed their young.

The Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership program 
had several goals beyond providing a wildlife 
habitat. Organizers wanted to create places 
within neighborhoods for people of all ages 
to learn and enjoy the outdoors. 

“It was very important to explain 
to the people who live in these 
areas the value of wildlife,” 
says Rick Potvin, manager 
for the Stewart B. 
McKinney National 
Wildlife Refuge 

of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Services. “If people 
don’t see the value in wildlife, they’re not going to 
support it.” 

The partnership focused on removing 
invasive species from locations in 
underserved communities and 
replacing them with native trees, 
shrubs and flowers that provide 
food and shelter to wildlife. 
Invasive plants crowd 
out native plants, 
decrease an area’s 
biodiversity 
and are 
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inhospitable to native wildlife. 
While teachers can show students pictures of warblers 

who fly from South America to Connecticut on a type of 
interstate highway system, Potvin says, it means more 
to students when they can see the birds in their own 
schoolyard or neighborhood park. 

Some of the parks that have been transformed, such 
as the park on Cherry Ann Street near the Hamden city 
line, had been dumping grounds for branches, fallen trees 
and trash. They were overrun with invasive plants, which 
made them unwelcoming.

At various Urban Oases around the city, now that 
pathways have been cleared and are well-maintained, 
people worry less about ticks and bees. Where there are 
streams or ponds, people can reach the water to see turtles 
and fish, says Chris Ozyck, associate director of Urban 
Resources Initiative (URI). When children and adults 
weed, dig and help to maintain the oases, their curiosity 
and knowledge grows. 

CREATING A NEIGHBORHOOD 
ESCAPE TO NATURE

For several years, Connie Vereen lobbied former city 
officials to turn the four-acre dumping ground in the city 
park near Cherry Ann Street into a park with a playground 
that children and area residents could use. 

Finally, before his term ended in 2014, Mayor John 
DeStefano Jr. directed the head of the parks department to 
meet with the neighborhood residents, says Dave Moser, 
landscape architect for the city parks department. 

In designing a park that incorporated the residents’ 
requests, he faced multiple challenges. Invasive mugwort, 
phragmites and Japanese knotweed overran the property 
so extensively that it was hard to get a feel for the lay of 
the land, he says.

Some city officials objected to trying to turn it into 
a useable park. They feared the location at the end of 
a dead-end street made it a magnet for illegal activity. 
Finding the funds posed another challenge.

Potvin, with U.S. Fish & Wildlife Services (USFWS), 
embraced the idea of transforming the park, Moser says. 

F E A T U R E

Crews from Common Grown High School’s Green Jobs Corps, the Urban 
Resources Initiative and the neighborhoods work together to plant 
native trees, shrubs and flowers in parks around New Haven. 
Photos courtesy of Nan Bartow and Audubon Connecticut
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“That was the key thing that got some momentum going. He 
provided some insight into ways to tame the land.”

USFWS provided equipment and people to clear the 
invasive plants and replace them with a meadow of native 
flowers. Audubon Connecticut contributed expertise and URI 
worked with the neighbors to get them involved in becoming 
stewards of the property. The city parks department 
contributed $150,000 to help make Moser’s plan a reality. 

The park includes two playgrounds, a fishing platform, 
a gazebo, a native plant meadow, a walking path around the 
perimeter, a community garden, and a source of water for the 
plants and dogs. 

“The parks department, they’re so understaffed. The idea 
of taking on a new park was tough,” Moser says. “That’s 
why it was great that URI helped a lot.”

Generally, once native plants are well established, they 
only need watering when there’s a drought. But when they’re 
first planted, they require regular watering, so the URI 
summer interns and volunteers were crucial to the park’s 
success.

Now that the park is established, Moser hasn’t heard 
many negative comments, even from the skeptics. 

 “We’ve changed the character of the park so much, it 
doesn’t seem to have become the crime magnet people were 
afraid of,” he says. “It was a total transformation. It was a 
neglected, unused piece of land and now it’s a functioning 
park. It’s been incredible to me how many different groups 
have made it happen.”

HANDS-ON LEARNING
Common Ground High School’s 20-acre campus has its 

own urban oasis, with an educational wetland on campus. 
Each year, thousands of the city’s public-school students 
visit and cast nets in the water to collect tadpoles. 

One recent graduate, Kathiana Torres, worked with 
URI to create an urban oasis along Winter Green Brook 
on the campus, says Joel Tolman, director of impact and 
engagement at Common Ground. She worked with Tolman 
to write a grant for funding to restore the wetlands along 
the brook. Crews of students from the school’s Green Jobs 
Corps and volunteers removed garbage from along the river. 
They pulled up invasive garlic mustard and multiflora rose, 
planted native shrubs and trees and installed bird houses, 
benches and signs. 

Torres was also part of a group of students who 
conducted a multi-year, scientific study to determine 
whether increasing the diversity of native plants resulted 
in greater insect diversity, a sign of a healthy ecosystem. 
Students learned that putting down thick layers of mulch to 
prevent the return of invasive species also suppressed insect 
diversity. Once the thickness of the mulch was reduced, their 
study showed that insect biodiversity returned.

Students and adults involved in creating and maintaining 
these gardens learn simply from exposure to animals, insects 
and birds. People who initially squirmed at the sight of a 
worm soon discover worms are beneficial invertebrates that 
fertilize the plants. Students on the Common Grounds crew 

F E A T U R E

Green Jobs Corps members and an intern leader take a break after watering a meadow of newly planted native perennials. 
Photo by Nan Bartow
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learn how to identify the difference between an invasive 
plant they want to remove and a native plant they want to 
keep, says Ozyck. 

Through the partnership, more than 250 New Haven 
teachers have been trained in using the outdoors as a 
living classroom, says Blake, from Audubon Connecticut.  
A survey of those teachers shows that 84 percent have 
increased the frequency of their outdoor lessons.

OVERCOMING OBSTACLES, REAPING REWARDS
While Blake says the program’s success has exceeded 

expectations, they’ve encountered challenges, setbacks and 
disappointments along the way. Initially, most of the sites 
lacked a convenient source of water, and volunteers had 
to carry five-gallon buckets of water to the newly planted 
vegetation. While some locations eventually got a source of 
water or a cart for carrying water buckets, some gardens still 
require a committed crew of volunteers to haul water.

Deer ate so much newly planted vegetation that the U.S. 
Fish & Wildlife Service provided funding for deer fences. 
Organizers have also tried selecting plant species that are 
more deer tolerant, with mixed results. 

Two years ago, a city parks crew accidently mowed an 
area where Urban Oases organizers were trying to establish 
a meadow. A contractor for the city’s school board cut down 
35 trees that friends of Beaver Pond Park had planted five 
years earlier, says Nan Bartow, president of Friends of 
Beaver Pond Park. The contractor planted 20 new saplings to 
correct the mistake, and, the partnership found funds to pay 
Green Jobs crews to water the trees.

Bartow and her partner, Bill Bidwell, both retired, 
have volunteered for a decade to improve the park near 
their home. She’s glad it was designated as an urban oasis, 
especially since it’s meant the neighborhood volunteers have 
received so much help.

“We’ve learned so much from all of these organizations 
and institutions,” she says. While Bartow wasn’t thrilled 
when the city school board decided to install football and 
practice fields next to the Beaver Pond Park’s urban oasis, 
it proved especially challenging when access to the gardens 

became even more difficult during the field renovation. 
They got help from Southern Connecticut State University 
students; URI donated a watering cart on wheels; and Fish & 
Wildlife funded a deer fence. 

This project created and strengthened bonds between the 
park’s friends’ group and Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership 
members, even the school board and the parks department, 
Bartow says. Working together, they convinced the police 
department to move its firing range, so their park could be 
more peaceful.

“The power of the partnership is what has amazed me 
the most,” she says. Thanks to the collective efforts, Beaver 
Pond Park has become an oasis for birds, insects and 
butterflies. 

“When we started, there were literally no flowers in 
that area of the park. It was bittersweet vines, phragmites 
and multiflora rose invasives,” she says. They never saw 
butterflies or dragonflies, and “now we have goldfinches, 
tree swallows and monarch butterflies galore,” Bartow says. 
They’ve even started giving tours. “We have more families 
who come. They come with their dogs. They come with their 
children.”

Jesus Reyes is one of many students whose experience 
with the Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership led to seeking 
work with the Green Jobs crew and a college education that 
will prepare them for environmental work. 

Ivette Lopez, a Yale University graduate, has worked 
nearly two years as an intern with USFWS and the Hispanic 
Access Foundation focused on environmental education. 
She works with schools to complement the teachers’ roles, 
sometimes presenting mini-lessons in the classrooms or 
training teachers on how to use gardens on their grounds to 
teach students about wildlife. 

When leading field trips, even middle school students 
seem excited to be looking for wildlife with fishing nets, she 
says. 

“One kid said, ‘I think I only have seven or eight more 
years of school and then I can go and work for you guys 
as a park ranger,’” Lopez says. “To me, that’s the most 
meaningful part of my job.” 

F E A T U R E

Robin eggs in Tupelo tree. Photo by Nan Bartow Tree swallow babies in birdhouse. Photo by Nan Bartow


