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“Unforeseen consequences. 

What have you done to change your environment?”
We Are All Naturalists
When the Spanish broke out of the Big Thicket and came across the prairie, they wondered at the grasses that “grew as tall as a horse’s belly”. As more people came to Texas, some of them recorded what they saw. It wasn’t very scientific, just brief glimpses of what a part of Texas looked like on a particular day at a particular time. These early naturalists like Carl Linnaeus and Aldo Leopold, wrote down their observations and took samples of the plants and animals. All of it became part of the recorded history of Texas’ natural world. They wrote about what the Texas landscape looked like, but not how humans changed the landscape. 

Texas has definitely changed, and so have the naturalists. They are trained scientists with a broad range of knowledge, who focus on the impacts humans have on the environment, as well as determining how humans can make the best use of the natural resources Texas has to offer.
Scientists are not the only naturalists. We are all naturalists. You are a naturalist if you understand that the natural world doesn’t exist separately from humans, if you have a respect for nature, and know that our natural resources are precious.
Naturalists observe the world around them. Put on your naturalist hat and go take a look at your garden. You might see different wildflowers (some might call them weeds) growing around your nicely prepared vegetable beds. You might also notice leafcutting ants eating these flowers, and not your jalapeno peppers. Think about that. The ants are eating a native plant, because they have always eaten that plant. The pepper, a plant not native to this area, is not the first choice for their supper (actually cut ants take the leaves back into their mound and eat the fungus that grows on them).
At my house we just put in a small pond. Basically, a round water trough stuck in the ground. Almost overnight frogs moved in. We changed our environment by providing a new habitat for water dwelling animals. This made me pause and think. Was this change good or bad for the environment? Maybe good for the frogs, but what plants and animals did we displace in the process? We also had an unforeseen consequence, as our Labrador Retriever now uses the pond as a bathtub.
Our state is shifting from rural to urban. Currently 82% of the population lives in and around cities. It is vitally important that we focus on how this urbanization is encroaching on the native flora and fauna. Of course, urbanization is not new. What is new is the growing awareness by all Texans of the importance of preserving our natural resources – and our willingness to help.
And it’s easy to help through a program called “Texas Nature Trackers”. Nature Trackers lets us be “citizen scientists”. We collect data on a particular plant or animal at different times during the year, and turn that information into Texas Parks and Wildlife. Scientists use this data to determine where to focus conservation efforts, and to educate the public. You can choose from:

· Texas Horned Lizard Watch

· Hummingbird Round-up

· Texas Monarch Watch

· Texas Mussel Watch

· Texas Amphibian Watch

· Texas Black-tailed Prairie Dog Watch

· Texas Box Turtle Survey
· Adopt-a-Species 

To find out more regarding Nature Trackers, go to this website: www.tpwd.state.tx.us/tracker. Note to teachers: Great learning experience for kids!
If you really have a desire to learn more, and want to spread that knowledge, think about becoming a Master Naturalist. That website is: masternaturalist.tamu.edu, or go directly to the El Camino Real Master Naturalist website: grovesite.com/tmn/ecrmn.
