Appendix B

2008 Natural Yard Care Focus Groups: Communicating Natural Yard Care Messages to Rural Pierce County Residents

Introduction

In order to understand how the Natural Yard Care (NYC) program can customize outreach and education efforts to rural Pierce County residents, two focus groups were conducted in November, 2008. The overall goals of the focus groups were to: 

1) Get a better understanding of what yard care issues are most important in rural areas and how they contrast with typical urban/suburban issues/practices.

2) Assess views/practices of yard waste composting

3) Find out what people think of the goals of the natural yard care program 

4) Gather information as to how best to conduct outreach and advertising in rural Pierce Co.

Methods

Participants were solicited via a direct mail invitation to ~400 south Pierce Co. residences and an advertisement in the Dispatch, a weekly newspaper with distribution in south Pierce Co. Ten individuals attended the focus group held at the Eatonville library on 11/19/08 and seven attended the focus group held at the Graham Fire Station on 11/20/08. A mini pre-survey survey yielded that most participants lived on parcels of 3-10 acres and had at least a moderate interest in gardening. Each participant received a $35 Fred Meyer gift certificate in appreciation of his/her time. At both groups, two TPCHD facilitators were present to guide discussion--Jason Hodges (Office of Community Assessment) was the primary moderator and Geoffrey Rinehart (NYC program) was the secondary moderator/notetaker. An agenda outline of the discussion is included in Appendix A.

General Focus Group Discussion

Several issues important to the rural landowners attending are noted below. Noxious weeds/invasives and yard debris handling were discussed most extensively.

Noxious weeds/invasives

Most all participants mentioned invasive noxious weeds as an issue on their property. Blackberries, tansy ragwort, and reed canarygrass are the worst problems. One gentleman had good success with biological control of tansy ragwort using caterpillars an another echoed the same sentiment.  Mentioned as one possible control of invasives such as tansy and blackberry is cutting the weed down and painting the stem with Round-up. Another mentioned the importance of preserving understory plantings. 

Yard Debris Handling

When prompted, the group talked about “alternative strategies” for handling yardwaste debris, most notably, burning- a common practice in rural Pierce Co. Several individuals indicate that they compost, almost out of necessity for the sheer volume of debris generated on so many acres. Several people didn’t know that outdoor burning is banned after about October. One person raised the point that because of population increases, burning currently has more pollution impact than it did decades ago. Folks seem to recognize this, but seemed frustrated about what they could do to deal with woody debris in lieu of burning. A few people suggested chipping wood debris would be impractical. All agreed their burning generally consisted of downed (either via storm or pruning) woody debris.

Most people appeared to compost. Many felt that it was a matter of necessity in managing the large volume of yard debris produced on larger acreage. Everyone appeared to agree that the benefits of composting included a reasonable way to handle debris and using compost as a soil amendment in their garden. Some of grass is composted; some is mulch mowed and left; some is worked into garden beds. It seemed to be fairly common practice to work some of the raked leaves into garden plots. Leaves can be used to keep weeds down in beds or shredded for compost. 

One individual spoke of building a pile of debris, waiting until it decomposed a bit, and then putting it through the chipper. Some people had a chipper. Even with a chipper, it’s a pain to chip wood debris (and it’s just easier to burn it). When asked if people consider taking debris to yard waste, some cited, sheer volume generated on their property, gas cost and distance as obstacles. 
Other issues pertinent to rural landowners

- Erosion control is another potential issue for people

- Best practices for handling dog manure is an issue

- Carpenter ants mentioned as an issue around the foundation of the house.

Other Yard Care Practices

- Some people use a torch for weed control; household vinegar and boiled vinegar were also mentioned. Discussion continued about burning/torching weeds and using household grade vinegar for weed control. In the Graham group, a few folks talked about using Tagro in their yards.

- There are two local poultry farms with quality manure available to the public (10 yards free, customer-haul)- Wilcox in Roy and Steibrs in Yelm. Most folks have riding lawn mowers and seemed to agree that they were more worried about a “maintained” lawn look closer to the house than farther away. 

- Folks recognized that using heavy mulching and soaker hoses help conserve water. One issue brought to light is that here is more access to horse manure via the Tacoma Horse Arena, on-site horses, or neighbors. Tacoma Horse Arena has a compost combination of horse manure + shavings One question posed was, “What’s the responsible use of horse bedding shavings?…they are probably too woody to want to add to a garden?”
- Since many folks have dogs/cats, it would be appropriate to deliver a message on best management practices for pet waste. 

- When asked about garden supply stores they patronize, Graham residents mentioned McLendon’s, Lowe’s, Home Depot, and Dell’s.

Recommendations for the Pierce County Natural Yard Care program

Barriers to adoption of Natural Yard Care practices

The biggest barrier cited for folks to adopt natural yard care practices was the concern that it was labor-intensive. Time, effort, and cost were the major barriers to composting; odor (especially grass clippings) was also mentioned as a barrier. 

Only a few folks mulch mow. Barriers to this practice were not mowing often enough, so the grass gets too tall and not wanting to track grass into the house.

Recommendations for Outreach in Rural Pierce Co.

- Enlist the help of local residents who are interested in natural yard care practices

- Include natural yard care information in TPCHD’s septic system program Report of System Status packets

- Partner with local granges to host/publicize workshops

- Try to coordinate promotion with the rain garden workshops

- Instead of targeting a geographic neighborhood, as may be practical for higher population areas, it may be more fruitful to organize workshops through grange halls since that is “the neighborhood” in rural Pierce.
- Communicate with the Game Dept. and Dept. of Wildlife for possible collaboration
Recommendations for Natural Yard Care Workshop Curriculum 

- One of the core discussion points focused on yard debris management. Since yard debris management requires a different approach on large-acreage properties, the current NYC backyard composting “curriculum” needs to be adapted appropriately. 

- Create a separate presentation module, hopefully in coordination with Pierce County Noxious Weed Control Board, to address BMPs for dealing with invasives including prevention, biological control, and least-toxic control means.

- Since, the perception that natural yard care is more labor-intensive was noted, emphasize ways natural yard care can be less-labor intensive.

-A few people noted that they pay more attention in maintenance to lawn areas closer to the house/street and less to areas farther away. In discussing lawn maintenance, it will be important to emphasize a separation of “lawn” (higher maintenance) and “pasture” (lower maintenance).

- In rural areas, property owners are much more likely to have easier access to composted animal manures. The proper use of quality composted manures should be emphasized more for rural areas than in workshops for urban/suburban residents. 

A number of additional worthwhile miscellaneous suggestions were noted during the discussion:

- A pond/fountain will attract/encourage birds

- Rural residents can get a soils map of your property from Pierce Conservation District.

- A suggestion was made to produce a checklist of NYC practices and mass mailing it to rural landowners. It may read something to the effect of, “If you do 7 out of 10 of these, your yard can be recognized as a ‘Natural Yard Care steward’ and provide a certificate to motivate people. Possible steps to this sub-program: 1) Get message clear 2) Mass mailing 3) Produce a small booklet accompanied by a pledge and do follow –up and a tracking system

- A suggestion was made that the NYC program provide more information on acquiring native plants.

- Advertising options include the Dispatch, 4-H, Lions Club, Grange, Dell’s, King’s, Master Gardeners, and organic farms in the region. 

- Construct a goat cooperative so that rural landowners have access to goats for biological control of weeds like blackberries. 

- Explore the feasibility of a community/cooperative chipping program which could service rural parts of the county. A point was made that the county already helps with additional chipping in response to storm events. A question was asked: “What’s the cost-benefit of adding wood debris to compost and shipping the overload out-of-county vs. running a co-op chipping program.

