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Great River Greening has four areas of emphasis in its mission: Community engagement, Restoration, 
Natural areas, and Open space. A sustainable or ecological approach is the concept that weaves these 
mission emphases together and characterizes our body of work, whether urban or rural, rain garden or 
park, stream or prairie. Our goal is to improve the biological functions that are important to the ecological 
health of the landscape, are more cost-effective than existing methods, and ful• ll social and cultural 
bene• ts.

While standards exist for sustainable structures—“green buildings”—there are no standards to guide those 
who want to create sustainable landscapes. Yet landscapes have great potential for both environmental 
good and severe environmental damage. For example:

Greenhouse gas emissions : Vegetation helps reduce the amount of carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas, 
in the atmosphere by capturing and storing it for use in producing roots, leaves, and bark. In the United 
States, urban trees capture up to 25 million tons of carbon each year. 

Urban climate : Urban trees reduce the urban heat island effect and provide windbreaks. A study of • ve 
U.S. cities found that the presence of urban trees can result in substantial annual energy savings--$553,000 
per year in Berkeley, CA and $187,000 in Cheyenne, WY. 

Water waste : Native plants and water-conserving landscapes reduce the use of scarce water resources.  
On average, each U.S. citizen uses 200 gallons of water per day in order to maintain residential and 
commercial lawns and golf courses. 

Water pollution : Careful plant selection and organic soil additions reduce the use of pesticides and 
fertilizers that can contaminate water. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service reported that “homeowners use up 
to 10 times more chemical pesticides per acre on their lawns than some farmers use on crops.”  While not 
on the scale of agriculture, urban runoff is one of the leading sources of water quality impairment in surface 
waters. 

Biodiversity : Approximately 85% of the invasive woody plant species in the U.S. were introduced for 
landscape or ornamental use, and approximately 5,000 plant species are estimated to have escaped to 
natural ecosystems. Purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria), for example, was introduced as an ornamental 
plant in the northeastern U.S. and has since rapidly and aggressively spread to 48 states, resulting in 
widespread threat to native wetland species, reduction of habitat for waterfowl, and control costs of almost 
$45 million per year nationwide.  

Photo: Volunteers at Great Northern Business Center in Saint Paul, 2007.



Northwest Airlines (NWA) Partnership
NWA and Great River 
Greening have forged 
a model volunteer and 
sponsorship partnership 
as a result of NWA 
employee participation 
in Greening events. 
NWA employees have 
volunteered alongside 
other local volunteers at 
a number of Greening 
plantings. Greening is 
honored to have been 
selected as NWA’s 
regional environmental 
partner while The Nature 
Conservancy serves as 
NWA’s global partner.  

 

Photo: NWA employees volunteering with Great River Greening. 

Million Acorn
Great River Greening’s Million Acorn 
Campaign has some new private 
landowner partners through an innovative 
collaboration with the Department of 
Natural Resources’ (DNR) Landowner 
Incentive Program. The targeted area, the 
Franconia-Scandia corridor of the St Croix 
River Valley, is and has been an area with a diverse 
mosaic of native plant communities, and many of these native communities are oak 
communities, including savanna, woodland, and forest.

DNR and Greening ecologists selected those private sites that may bene! t rare species 
in the area, including Louisiana waterthrush, gilt darter, and wood turtle. Combined, these 
species require clean water, natural shoreline, and large intact native plant communities, 
including forested ravines and streams. In selecting the sites, the ecologists considered 
location, size, and restoration opportunity. The landowners will have a ten-year plan for 
managing their land and will learn more about their natural resources. Some landowners 
are working with their neighbors, and projects will total several hundred acres. Others 
buffer large protected areas such as Scienti! c and Natural Areas (SNA) and the National 
Park Service (NPS)-owned " oodplain and shoreline. 

“I was pleasantly surprised to see the quality of the parcels. In general, there are relatively 
low levels of invasive species infestation and very robust forest understories. Deer grazing 
seems to be in check. Landowners are very enthusiastic about doing the right thing,” said 
Wiley Buck, Great River Greening’s Restoration Ecologist. 
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Sustainable Design

restoring the land,
renewing communities

Case Studies
Great River Greening currently has programs 
through which it promotes sustainable land 
development and management practices: Case 
Studies for Affordable Housing, and Case Studies 
for Healthy Waters. Both use real projects as ways 
to in• uence land development and management 
practices and address increasingly urgent 
global concerns such as climate change, loss of 
biodiversity, and resource depletion.

•  Case Studies for Affordable Housing: 
Sponsored in large part by Home Depot 
Foundation, these case studies in partnership with 
affordable housing providers show that sustainable 
design is feasible even within the tight budgets 
of low-cost affordable housing developments. 
Positive ecological and aesthetic impacts can 
be critical to a project’s long-term success. An 
affordable housing project can be a constant 
source of discomfort and resentment for everyone 
who lives in and around it. Or it can provide the 
people who live there with everything we all 
expect from our home: comfort, security, beauty, 
and grace. See the side bar for Case Study on 
Emerson Avenue. 

•  Case Studies for Healthy Waters: 
Sustainable design practice for water quality, also 
referred to as low-impact development, effectively 
controls stormwater pollution and protects 
watersheds, both developing and urbanized. 
It integrates green space, native landscaping, 
natural hydrologic functions, and other techniques 
to generate less runoff from developed lands. 
Greening keeps up-to-date on technologies and 
best management practices and often collaborates 
with engineers and contractors on multifaceted 
projects. See the side bar for Case Study on 
Savage’s Environmental Learning Center. 

AFFORDABLE  HOUSING

In two affordable multiunit 
sites in Minneapolis, 2025 
Emerson Avenue and 3351 
Park Avenue, Greening 
partnered with Urban 
Homeworks to install terrace 
gardens, rain garden, and 
pervious pavement, creating 
a treatment train approach 
that is both beautiful and 
functional. Beyond the 
immediate aesthetic and 
water quality bene! ts, 
these plans are expected 
to reduce maintenance 
costs over the long term by 
reducing lawn mowing and 
chemical lawn treatments.

HEALTHY WATERS

The McColl Pond 
Environmental Learning 
Center, funded in part by 
the Jeffers Foundation and 
City of Savage, is a model 
demonstration for energy-
saving building concepts, 
recycled materials, and 
innovative site design. 
Greening collaborated 
with architects and city 
engineers in progressive 
landscape, stormwater, 
and stewardship plans. 
By partnering directly with 
the city engineers, as 
opposed to a contracted 
! rm, Greening helps to 
build capacity within the 
public works department 
for possible sustainability 
concepts applied elsewhere 
in the city. 

From top: Volunteers planting at 3351 Park Ave, McColl Pond ELC design.



You Plant Investment and Hope
Last month we returned to the Xcel High Bridge Plant for another event, and I was 
reminded of the thousands of trees that you, our Great River Greening volunteers and 
supporters, helped to plant over ten years ago. A forest now stands where once 1000 
neighbors worked together to improve our community. Three words—hope, investment, 
and con• dence—seem to capture the working principles behind Great River Greening’s 
work which has continued and grown beyond all expectations. 

Great River Greening is hope : To date, nearly twenty thousand volunteers have joined us 
to restore disturbed and degraded land to a semblance of its original graceful existence. 

Greening is con !dence : Just as we successfully completed our • rst Saint Paul project 
(35,000 trees and shrubs), we are achieving all the goals of our Million Acorn Campaign: 
100 oak projects across the region, planting thousands more native trees and shrubs. 

Greening is investment : The best way to create lasting change is to educate and involve 
people throughout the community. And that includes our children: 54% of our volunteers 
are youth that want to learn how to be conservation leaders. 

This month, as Great River Greening’s staff and volunteers plant the last trees and shrubs 
before the winter and clean our equipment for next spring, we also take pause to thank our 
supporters, volunteers, and partners. You are truly the social capital that is the basis of our 
investment for the future. Thank you!!

restoring the land,
renewing communities

 Thank You...  
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Xcel Energy High Bridge volunteers, October 2008.

DOUBLE!YOUR!GIFT

In June the McKnight 
Foundation awarded 
Greening a challenge 
grant through which 
every!new!and!
increased!individual!
and!corporate!gift!
will!be!matched!
dollar-for-dollar.!!
That means if you 
donate for the • rst 
time, or increase 
your gift, your new 
or increased dollars 
will be doubled by the 
McKnight Foundation. 

Information about 
giving can be found 
on our website www.
greatrivergreening.org


