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A case history with native plant garden tips
By Rob Sheppard, Murrieta Rotary Environmental Chair

Dedicated to Bill Ballou who started this whole process

Golden
 yarrow



2

Without flowers being pollinated, most of our fruits are gone, most of the 
flowers we see blooming in nature would be gone, in fact, most plants would 
gradually disappear. 
Pollinators have been in a steady decline in recent years due to habitat loss, 
pesticides and climate change. Pollinators include native bees, beetles, flies, 
wasps, butterflies, moths, hummingbirds, as well as honey bees..
Native plants are important for pollinators. Most native pollinators do not like 
the exotic plants we often plant in our gardens. Few insects or other 
pollinators will live in an area just with lawns.
Native plants attract wild birds because those plants encourage native 
insects that attract birds, including caterpillars that are often baby bird food! 
Also, native plants connect us with the native landscapes around us. 

Why a Pollination Garden?

Copyright 2025 -- This case history can be freely distributed, but please give credit. 
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In the summer of 2024, Bill Ballou and I 
were talking about creating pollination 
gardens in Murrieta in Southern California. 
We were both members of the Rotary Club 
of Murrieta. Bill started talking with the 
Murrieta Valley United School District 
superintendent, Dr. Ward Andrus, who 
became very interested in doing such a 
project.

Sadly, Bill passed away in August before 
anything really happened.

With my background as a naturalist and 
working with native plants, I kept the 

project going. We needed to find a suitable 
location for a garden.

I met with the school district’s grounds 
supervisor, Vince Barone and I found a 
spot behind E. Hale Curran Elementary 
School. It was an awkward, hard-to-
maintain location for a normal school 
landscape. It was part of a sloping area 
that had a sprinkler system and didn't have 
much on it. The principal of the school, 
Greg Lumsden, was really supportive of 
having something attractive there. It was a 
fairly big strip of ground at 30 x 120 feet.

In addition, a very active parent, Karlee 
Bernal, had already been encouraging 
small plantings of fruit and vegetables. 
She was excited and enthusiastic about 
putting in a native plants garden that 
would give a connection to nature for the 
kids there.

We did have some criteria that we did 
need to consider for this garden space. 
First, it was an area covered by some 
security cameras and we needed to be 
sure that the plants would stay 4 feet or 
less in size. Second, we wanted it to be low 
maintenance because the ground crew 
was short on staff and time. Third, it 
needed to be drought tolerant, which 
native plants would offer.

The Garden Starts

Tips: 
1. Connect with and get a buy-in from the 

grounds people. They need to trust you 
and you them with any garden on 
school property, especially one of size. 
They have a job to do and may look 
warily at garden plans they are not part 
of. Keep them informed and ask 
questions to help you stay informed. 

2. Work with school staff to understand 
any special needs for the school that 
might be affected by the garden (e.g., 
the plant height limitations we had).
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Our environmental committee at Rotary 
was new and only had $1500 to sponsor 
this project. That's not a lot to plant native 
plants in an area 30 ft x 120 ft. We would 
be working with small plants because 
larger native plants tend to be expensive.

These books can help for selecting 
Southern California plants: The Drought 
Defying California Garden and The 
California Native Landscape by Greg Rubin, 
California Native Plants for the Garden by 
Carol Bornstein (out of print, but worth 
looking for), and Growing California Native 

Plants by Marjorie Schmid. They can all 
give you an idea of the features and sizes 
of very specific plants. I admit it, I love 
flowers! So I chose a big variety (see page 
12). Other people might like larger sweeps 
of a single species for a simpler design. Do 
what you and your helpers like and enjoy!

I wanted to plant the garden at the end of 
January or early February. That's an ideal 
time in Southern California because it 
allows for the plants to get established 
before the heat of the summer. 

Penstemon Buckwheat

Planning

A Note on Design

My background includes art and design, and I knew I 
could use a digital drawing program with layers 
called Procreate. Procreate is a simple, fairly easy to 
use art program designed for the iPad and uses 
layers. 

You don’t need to use Procreate. There are other 
programs available that will work well for this 
purpose. You could even pencil out a design on 
paper. You need to do some sort of “design” to help 
decide what and how many plant you need.

The advantage of a digital program like Procreate is 
that you can make infinite changes as you go without 
worrying about the end quality.  A program with 
layers such as Procreate can be a big help. You can 
create separate layers as needed. Then you can 
change whatever is on a layer as much as you want 
without affecting anything else.

YouTube has a ton of how-to videos on Procreate as 
well as other programs. 

This is Procreate. 
Each of the images 
have their own layer. 
That way you can 
change any image 
without affecting the 
others.
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I created a grid in the drawing program 
that represented the dimensions of the 
garden. I created "brushes" (most digital 
programs allow you to do that easily)  that 
were like a bush seen from above. They 
were simply round with wavy edges. 

Using the grid, I sized my "plant brushes" 
based on mature plant sizes as I began to 
place plants in the garden design.  You can 
see that starting on page 8.

Native plants can fool you. Many are not as 
predictable in growth habits as a 

traditional garden plant. It is important to 
note the typical mature size so you do not 
have plants overgrowing each other and 
creating maintenance problems.

There are brushes available that can be 
purchased for this purpose and there are 
other programs for the iPad and 
computers that have all of this built in.

Doing this digitally was nice because I 
could erase problems as I went. I happen 
to really like the iPad with the Apple Pencil 
because it's like drawing on a pad of paper.

Tips
1. Know your plants' mature sizes. This 
affects the placement of plants and has a 
big impact on planting. Native plants are 
often small coming from the nursery and 
can quickly mislead people into thinking 
they "won't get all that big." Then you end 
up having to remove plants because they 
are too big for the space.

2. Keep plants with similar environmental 
needs together. You can try zones where 
plants that need less water are grown 
together and plants that need more water 
are grown in a different spot. Or sun-
loving plants separate from shade-lovers. 

3. Be aware of the situation of your 
planting location before you even start 
planting. If it tends to get very wet or very 
dry, choose plants accordingly. That 

relates to soil, too. Some plants can 
handle clay, for example, some can’t.

4. Be careful of whole-country books about 
native plant gardening. Native plants can 
be very specific to areas and often books 
started in another part of the country are 
inaccurate when it comes to California.

5. Stay connected with the people that are 
going to really help the success of this 
garden, from the principal to parent 
volunteers.  

6. Plant at an ideal time of year for your 
area's new garden needs.While it is 
possible, for example, to plant native 
plants in Southern California into the 
summer, that timing also reduces the 
possibility of success by a lot. 

California fuschia
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The garden design was completed by 
December and then approved by all of the 
main people by the middle of January. It 
was looking good that we would plant in 
early February. We needed to give some 
time for volunteers to plan to help, and we 
also needed to confirm we could get the 
plants we needed and on budget.

We worked with the Tree Of Life Nursery. 
They gave us an estimate of cost and let 
us know what they actually had available. 
One thing that's hard about doing a native 
plants garden is that you can specify all 
sorts of plants, but you might not be able 

to get them. Be flexible. 

We planted the garden on a Saturday 
morning in early February. A friend, Steve 
Lusky, helped pick up the plants on the 
Wednesday before. Steve helped me get 
them inside the school grounds by the 
garden area then arrange them by number.

The plants had numbers based on the 
garden design. That way, we could put 
numbers into the garden area and then 
volunteers could simply pick up a plant 
and match the number on the plant with 
the number in the ground.  

Prep Work

Actual design we 
used starts on the 

next page. >>>

California 
poppies
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This is a composite of all themed sections 
of the Curran garden. Each section is 
shown full page after this. 

The themes are just that, themes. Native 
plants don’t necessarily follow the “rules” 
for when they are “supposed to” bloom. 

However, each themed section will have 

an emphasis on bloom at that time of year 
or there will be other interesting elements 
of the plants for that season. This design is 
very close, but not exactly what we 
planted because of challenges in getting 
certain plants. 

The themes follow the school year from 
left to right.

California lilac
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These are California native plants, drought tolerant, 
attractive to pollinators (except grasses), bulk of 
plant less than four feet tall and easy “garden” 
plants. Scientific names are in italics.

Achillea 'Terracotta' – terracotta yarrow

Arctostaphylos 'Canyon Sparkles' – Canyon Sparkles 
manzanita

Arctostaphylos cruzensis – arroyo de la cruz 
manzanita

Arctostaphylos 'Sunset' – sunset manzanita

Artemisia californica – California sagebush

Asclepias fascicularis – linear–leaved milkweed

Bouteloua gracilis – blue grama grass

Baccharis 'Pigeon Point' – pigeon point coyote bush

Ceanothus 'Joyce Coulter' – Joyce Coulter California 
lilac

Ceanothus 'Snowball' – snowball California lilac

Corethrogyne 'Silver Carpet' – silver carpet aster

Encelia californica – California bush sunflower

Epilobium 'Catalina' – Catalina California fuchsia

Eriogonum arborescens – Santa Cruz Island 
buckwheat

Eriogonum cinereum – ashyleaf buckwheat

Eriogonum fasciculatum – California buckwheat

Eriogonum 'Bruce Dickinson' – Bruce Dickinson 
buckwheat

Eriophyllum confertifolium – golden yarrow

Eschscholzia californica – California poppy

Gambelia speciosa 'Firecracker' – Firecracker showy 
island snapdragon

Hesperoyucca whipplei – chaparral yucca

Lepechinia calycina – pitcher sage

Melica imperfecta – smallflower melic grass

Monardella macrantha – red monardella

Penstemon spectabilis – showy penstemon

Ribes aureum var. gracillimum – golden current

Salvia apiana – white sage

Salvia 'Bee's Bliss' – bee's bliss sage

Salvia 'Jade Carpet' – Jade Carpet sage

Salvia spathacea – hummingbird sage

Solidago velutina ssp. californica – California 
goldenrod

Main plant list, final

Terracotta yarrow
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Karlee Bernal and I put numbered 
plant "stakes" out in the garden 
where the plants would go. We 
used the grid on our original design 
to help us place the plants. Native 
plants aren't perfect in their respect 
of growth habit, but we needed to 
have some way to help the 
volunteers coming to plant know 
where are the plants needed to go, 
including spacing them properly.

The numbering worked very well. 
On Saturday, February 8, we had 
nearly 30 volunteers, including the 
principal of the school and the 
superintendent of schools. The 
numbering system made it very 
easy for folks, including families, to 
grab a plant and then find where it 
went in the large 30’ x 120’ garden 
area. 

Use ID stakes that are easy to see! I 
found some bamboo label stakes 
that looked really nice, but once in, 
they kind of matched the color of 
the ground and the few remaining 
wood chips (from the past) on the 
slope. The numbered stakes were 
hard to find.

Planting

Tip: 

Be flexible with your plants. Some 
natives are available from 
conventional nurseries, but most 
are not. In addition, even 
nurseries that specialize in natives 
will not always have the exact 
plants you want for a variety of 
reasons. Let your nursery make 
recommendations of plants they 
have that might substitute for the 
ones you planned on.  
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I gave a short demonstration on planting. I 
wanted to be sure that people planted 
correctly, not too deep or not too high in 
the hole. And to press the dirt around the 
new plant so that air pockets would start to 
be pushed out.

We had a long hose, but there was no way 
we were going to drag a hose all over that 
area with new plants and nearly 30 people 
moving about. So we got buckets from 
Home Depot and spaced them out along 
the garden. 

We would keep them filled with water and 

then volunteers would go down and scoop 
out water with quart-size cups to water the 
plants. The ground had been well watered 
by both rain and the grounds crew so 
digging was not hard, and plants did not 
need a lot of additional water. But with new 
plants, they do need this additional water 
to help get rid of air pockets as well as 
make sure that any damage to the roots  is 
minimized by the extra water.

The whole planting was easily done by 
noon. The day was a very comfortable 
Southern California winter day, not cold 
except early in the morning.

Tips:
1. Big takeaway -- use ID stakes that 

are easy to see! 

2. Have a serious gardener show how to 
plant new plants properly. First, 
people need to know how to remove a 
plant properly from a pot. While 
natives don’t usually need a big hole, 
they do need to be planted at the 
proper depth and with air pockets 
minimized around the roots.



15

Aftercare
After the planting weekend, volunteers 
helped do some weeding over the next 
couple of weeks. Once you disturb soil like 
this, you also bring weed seeds to the 
surface.

We ended up with labels recommended 
by the grounds guru, Vince, white stake 
labels that he used in a nursery at the 
groundskeeping center. They were perfect. 

The grounds crew then added a thick layer 
of wood chips over the whole garden,
without covering anything. The white stake 
labels helped a lot. And the wood chips 
made the planting look great!

We had a lot of late winter rains this year 
so water was not a major issue, though the 
garden area did have sprinklers that could 
be used as needed. 

We did keep up with some weeding 
around the new plants so that there would 
be no confusion as to what was the 
desired native plant and what was the 
undesired weed. 

By June we needed to have watering down 
to at most once a week unless we had 
severe heat and dryness, which can 

happen. In later years, watering can drop 
off even more than that depending on the 
plants, but for the first year, we needed to 
be sure that these new plants were 
supported so that the garden would look 
good through the year. 

However, we did not want to overwater 
because that can kill a lot of these natives, 
especially too much water in the summer. 
It is that heat plus wet ground that can 
encourage root rot and more that can 
quickly kill the natives.

Tips:

1. A thick layer of wood chips or other 
mulch helps moderate the soil 
moisture and temperature as well as 
cut down on weed germination. Many 
natural materials can work for a 
mulch. It is worth paying attention to 
where the mulch comes from. “Public 
mulches” may have too many weed 
seeds. Gravel can be used in areas 
where that is natural to the native 
plants you are using.

2. In these first few months, it is 
important to keep the ground from 
drying out while these new plants 
establish root growth. When plants 
start to grab hold of their new 
environment, they look vigorous, 
green and send out new shoots.

3. Pay attention to the soil and your 
plants. Research your plants so you 
know what they require in moisture. Be 
sure your plants stay mulched to help 
retain water. 
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Weeding can be a challenge. Hand 
weeding can be effective but you have to 
be sure that you get the roots out. A good 
hoe or weeder is important. 

The triangular hoe or the Japanese-style 
hoe are particularly effective for weeding. 
Short-handled hoes can be used for close-
in weeding that requires some finesse. 
Traditional wide hoes can be hard to use, 
but do work.

People have mixed feelings about 
herbicides. Many situations may require a 
combination of techniques to control 
weeds well. If a native plants garden looks 
overrun by weeds, it will lose support.

Many of the herbicides generally available 
today are very helpful, especially when 
you're trying to get rid of invasive weeds 
with root systems that are difficult to 
remove. 

Never use a lawn herbicide like 2-4D 
because they get into the soil and spread 

from plant to plant. All-purpose, contact 
herbicides (like Ortho GroundClear or 
Roundup) break down to harmless 
chemicals in the soil very quickly. They are 
safe when used carefully. 

Herbicides should never be sprayed on 
windy days. Use them at a low pressure 
and keep the nozzle right on the weed 
plant. That will kill weeds next to desired 
plants without any other plant damage and 
no spray in the air. 

A very safe way of applying herbicides is a 
"weed wand", a tube that holds the 
herbicide with a wick that directly applies 
the herbicide. 

(Problems with herbicides, such as 
Roundup, come from mass application of 
spray that goes all over the place. This is 
what happens with genetically modified 
crops. They allow Roundup to be applied 
to everything but the genetically modified 
crops are unaffected. Monarch butterflies 
then lose milkweed plants.)

About Weeding
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Create signs right from the start for a 
garden in a school area. Attractive signs 
that are easy for kids to read will 
encourage kids to go up and look at the 
signs. Teachers and parent volunteers may 
have skills to help. 

These don't have to be expensive, fancy 
signs. We just had some signs made like 
those simple plastic signs often used by 

realtors or small businesses. We started 
with one sign to explain what was going on 
here. Then we added a second sign to just 
help kids think a little bit about this 
pollinator garden.

As the plants grow, we hope we can add 
additional signs that can encourage kids to 
think about the garden in terms of science, 
language, art and math.

Signs

Tips:
Final tip: Have fun! Choose plants that please you (and 
remember to be aware of their environmental 
requirements and size). Focus on what works for you 
and your site. Let go of “shoulds” that keep you from 
being creative and having fun.


