
Photo: In July, a dying white mulberry (Morus alba) opened a gap in 
the forest canopy at the Marie Butler Leven Preserve, in Fairfax 
County, Virginia. White mulberry is a very invasive alien tree.  We’ll 
make sure that a native tree eventually fills that gap.
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A medium-sized suburban park: that is how more and more 
nature is packaged along the US east coast. You won’t mistake 
these places for wilderness but they’re ecologically important 

— in part just because there are so many of them. We need to under-
stand what conservation can do in such places.

The Marie Butler Leven Preserve, in Fairfax County, Virginia, lies 
just west of the fall line, where the piedmont drops to the coastal 
plain, and about one and a half miles from the Potomac River. The 
park includes 20 acres, about 17 of which are forested. There are some 
notable trees in here: a black walnut of mythical dimensions, an 
American elm so tall that you need binoculars to examine the leaves, 
and several big American basswoods — a species that is not common 
in this region. In spring, patches of the forest floor light up with 
trilliums, phlox, squirrel corn, and other native “spring ephemerals.” 
The patches bloom in such abundance as to suggest management by 
Garden Club, although no such thing has occurred. 

But like so many mid-Atlantic parks, the Preserve was being 
swallowed by invasives. Aggressive alien trees, shrubs, vines, and 
herbaceous plants were suppressing native understory and ground- 
layer, encumbering native trees, and converting more and more forest 
to thicket. We interrupted this process in 2004, when we launched a 
partnership with the Fairfax County Park Authority, the Preserve’s 
owner, to restore the forest and create a “Native Arboretum,” a kind of 
wild exhibit of this region’s highly diverse native flora. The project 
also addresses a critical question for mid-Atlantic conservation: can a 
public-agency / nonprofit partnership return badly invaded forest to 
something like its natural state, and keep it there over the long term?

That’s an important question because invasives control is very 
labor-intensive, and therefore very expensive. Conventional treatment 
of a park the size of Marie Butler Leven, and as badly infested, could 
easily absorb $100,000 over the course of two years or so. No public- 
agency budget is going to accommodate that kind of math as a matter 
of routine, just to chase invasives out of suburban forest. Even if the 
money were available, a two-year project would not succeed on its 
own, since well-established root-stocks, dense soil seed-banks, and 
adjoining invasive colonies would guarantee years of reinfestation.
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MARIE BUTLER LEVEN: SAVING SUBURBAN NATURE

TREE BANK UPDATE:  STILL TOO DRY

THIS ISSUE UPDATES TWO EARTH SANGHA PROJECTS:

OUR WORK AT THE MARIE BUTLER LEVEN PRESERVE

AND THE TREE BANK HISPANIOLA.

We think that the long-term solution must be both ecological and 
social. To rescue parks like Marie Butler Leven, we have to suppress 
the invasives, but we must also establish conservation as a civic 
activity. Without committed and well-informed people, the invasives 
will always prevail. For more information on the Preserve, see the 
articles inside. If you live in the DC area and want to volunteer, see 
our new website at earthsangha.org.

The dry season in our Tree Bank Hispaniola project area used to 
last from December through March. But like last year and the year 

before, this spring brought little rain and fires scorched hundreds of 
acres of pasture, forest, and scrub.

The Tree Bank works along part of the Dominican Republic / Haiti 
border, on the Dominican side, to conserve native forest and improve 
the incomes of smallholder farmers. Thus far, the project has protected 
or restored about 225 acres of forest and is helping 46 families.

Those fires are set by farmers clearing second-growth forest to 
plant. But in dry years, many fires escape, burning much larger tracts 
than intended. It seems that drought is becoming more common in 
the region, and more intense. Global climate change might be a factor, 
but local deforestation is almost certainly the primary cause.

In July, the rains finally arrived, but not in quantities sufficient for 
large-scale tree planting. Thousands of seedlings are still sitting in the 
Tree Bank Nursery — so many that we had to stop propagating for 
lack of space. And the stream that feeds the nursery is running very 
low, so our farmers are hauling in water, in the back of our pickup, by 
filling miscellaneous containers from a river several miles downslope. 
We’re hoping that August will bring some relief. In the meantime, 
we’re expanding the nursery’s water storage and growing space.

The Newsletter of the Earth SanghaThe Newsletter of the Earth Sangha



Photo: In July, Jim Clark (right) and Matt Bright took down a stand 
of the invasive alien linden viburnum (Viburnum dilatatum) in the 
spring drainage of the Marie Butler Leven Preserve. Jim is a veteran 
weed conquistador and a key volunteer at the Preserve. Matt is the 
Sangha’s Conservation Coordinator.

Our Tree Bank farmers are rounding up more native tree species 
for propagation at the Tree Bank Nursery. Last year, we had 10 

native species in propagation. By the end of July, we had collected seed 
from another four species and identified six additional candidates. 
Most of the species that we are growing are in decline and some of 
them are listed as threatened or endangered.

As our seed collection grows, so does our understanding of the 
local forests. We are keeping track of our seed sources — the trees that 
produce our seed — and this information will eventually serve as the 
basis for the region’s first detailed forest inventories.

Photo: In July, Emma Lanning (left) and Katherine Isaacson removed 
Japanese stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum) from a forest slope at the 
Marie Butler Leven Preserve. The stiltgrass was threatening a 
restored area, the edge of which is in the foreground. The main 
infestation is the green mass behind Emma. Emma is the Sangha’s 
summer intern; Katherine is our Development and Outreach 
Coordinator.

why preserve the preserve?

Our Rising Forests® coffee groves were wiped out last year by the 
rust fungus that decimated coffee production throughout 

Central America and the Caribbean. To restore the groves, we have 
germinated thousands of little coffee trees from rust-resistant seed 
provided by CODOCAFE, the Dominican coffee agency. We had 
hoped to start planting large quantities of coffee in April but the 
drought didn’t permit that. Now we’re hoping to reestablish the groves 
in August, if the rains return. To replace the old groves, some coffee 
will be planted directly into extant native forest. But our farmers will 
establish new groves as well, on deforested land of little agricultural 
value. In the new groves, the coffee will be interplanted with native 
trees, which will grow above the coffee to create a native canopy. The 
canopy will provide habitat to birds and other wildlife. Either way, it 
will take a couple of years before the new trees begin to bear.

We’re taking advantage of the coffee initiative to add another 
valuable forest crop to our farms: cacao, the little tree whose seeds 
yield cocoa and chocolate. Some of our farmers are already growing 
cacao, but we think that more of them should. Cacao demands more 
water than coffee, so we plan to plant it along streams. It too can be 
interplanted with native trees. Cacao under native forest canopy: such 
plantings could buffer streams and make money for the farms. That’s 
why, in the Tree Bank Nursery there are a couple thousand little cacao 
trees packed in next to the coffee.

Invasives control at the Marie Butler Leven Preserve is done by 
volunteers working individually or in groups, in different parts of 
the forest, on different problems. Eventually, the entire forest will 

be covered. To understand the process, think of the forest as composed 
of three layers.

1. The forest canopy. When we started work at the Preserve, many 
canopy trees were covered with invasive alien vines. These vines limit 
the growth of trees and may even topple them. And much of the 
canopy itself was alien: invasive alien trees were displacing their native 
counterparts. Most of those invasive vines have now been cut, 
although new growth appears every year and must still be managed. 
(We do our best to preserve the native vines.) We are now trying to rid 
the park of as many invasive trees as possible. This work tends to open 
up the canopy; in some areas, the native trees will move right back in 
— and we’ll help them by “caging” valuable seedlings to protect them 
from browsing by deer. In other areas, we will replant with native 
local-ecotype seedlings from our Wild Plant Nursery.

2. The understory. When we started, alien shrubs covered acres of 
understory and there were almost no native shrubs. Understory tree 
saplings were mostly fast-growing species like tuliptree (Liriodendron 
tulipifera) and green ash (Fraxinus pennsylvanica); slower-growing 
species, like oaks and hickories (Quercus and Carya species), were not 
well represented. We are eliminating the invasive shrubs and, where 
necessary, replanting native understory.

3. The groundlayer. This layer presents the biggest problems, 
partly because conditions vary greatly from one spot to the next. Some 
areas contain many valuable natives, but intermingled with invasives. 
In these places, the best approach is usually careful hand-pulling by 
experienced volunteers. Other areas are nothing but creeping green 
crud. Here too, hand-pulling can help if it’s strategic — for instance, 

TREE BANK UPDATE:  MORE NATIVES
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The Marie Butler Leven Preserve is no Scott’s Run, or Great Falls, 
or even Pimmit Run Stream Valley Park. Our little 20-acre park 
nestled in McLean doesn’t approach the size or ecological 

significance of its larger counterparts. And it doesn’t abut a river or 
straddle a stream, so no waterway adds to its significance. But even so, 
the Preserve is home to a diverse flora and varied landscape, and, for 
over a decade now, it has been the setting for great feats of labor from 
our hard-working volunteers.

The Preserve lies inside the Beltway, where development has 
claimed nearly every acre that is not in a park, and nature has been in 
retreat for decades. What is left of nature may not be representative of 
what once existed. That’s one of the things that makes the Preserve’s 
diversity so important.

The front meadow is the feature visitors probably first notice 
— and they can now see native grasses and forbs emerging from 
amidst the alien fescue and buttercups. From the front meadow, if you 
take the main trail into the forest, you’ll pass a stand of witchhazel, 
then find yourself amidst sassafras, tuliptree, and red maple. A tall 
stand of white pine farther off suggests drier soil. Keep walking and 
you’ll find a little gorge formed by a spring seep. Pass the pawpaw and 
sweetbay, and you’ll reach the vernal pool fed by the seep, and home 
to hosts of dragonflies and amphibians. 

Walk from the meadow towards the house, and you’ll see the 
foundation of the old barn, amidst a planting of common milkweed 
and the native field thistle. When we first started working at the 
Preserve, the invasive vine cover was so dense that we didn’t even 
know the barn foundation existed. The same goes for the old pump 
up by the shed — and even for some of the trees along the forest edge. 
The deeper we pushed into the Preserve and the more invasives we 
pulled, the more secrets, botanical and historical, it has yielded up.

The Preserve has changed so much, but even as it changes, there is 
great continuity. And that continuity reaches beyond the place itself, 
to include us as well. Everyone working here, and everyone appreciat-
ing that work — the volunteers and donors, the students and visitors 
— we are all now part of that place. How could we not protect it?

— Matt Bright, Conservation Coordinator

emma explains

As a college student working for the Earth Sangha during my 
breaks, it’s always great to see the progress that has been made 
at Marie Butler Leven by our staff and tireless volunteers when 

I come back! This year, I’m glad to be spending more time there 
because our work is really gaining momentum. Since starting in early 
June, I have seen a decrease in the number of invasive vines and 
watched patches of Japanese stiltgrass disappear. (See the caption 
below.) As this process continues, we are always thinking about what 
this space could become. The Preserve has a lot of potential!

So far, I have worked on clearing a forested hillside of stiltgrass, 
and removing stiltgrass, mile-a-minute weed (Polygonum perfoliatum), 
and other invasives along the main trail. This kind of work does get 
tedious after hours of ripping out the same plant, but the company of 
coworkers, volunteers, and an occasional curious fawn helps to pass 

Continued on back page . . .

For more on the Preserve, the Tree Bank, & our other programs, visit our new website at earthsangha.org.

we hand-pull Japanese stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum) before it 
sets seed, and where it’s threatening areas that are fairly clean. (That’s 
what Emma and Katherine are doing in the photo at right. See the 
photo caption.) But for dense groundlayer infestations, herbicide is 
often a better option, so the Fairfax County Park Authority will begin 
treating such infestations in coordination with our understory work. 
Either way, continual monitoring is essential, since removal of one 
invasive can open up space for another. Restoring the groundlayer will 
be a work of many years. 
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One of our goals this year for the Tree Bank is better information. 
We want more data on our farms and forests, and we want to 

know what other cooperatives are doing — even when we decide to go 
another way. To that end, several of our farmers recently attended 
government workshops on soil conservation and forest restoration. All 
46 of our farmers also completed an economic survey on household 
conditions. Our Credit Reserves and Nature Reserve are now defined 
with GPS coordinates that will be fed into an ArcGIS map and 
database. The database will help us extend and consolidate our reserve 
system. Next, we will start work on a forest ecology survey. (For an 
explanation of the Tree Bank’s program elements, visit our new 
website at earthsangha.org.)

The Earth Sangha is a nonprofit 501(c)(3) charity based in the Washington, 
DC, area and devoted to ecological restoration. We work in the spirit of    
Buddhist practice, but our members and volunteers come from a wide variety 
of religious and secular backgrounds.

Want to contact us or make a donation? You can support our work by 
becoming a member. Membership starts at $35 per year. Donations are tax- 
deductible. You can mail us a check (made out to “Earth Sangha”) or donate 
on our website. We will send you a receipt and include you in our mailings. (If 
your name and address are correct on your check, there is no need to send us 
anything else.) To donate specifically to our DC-Area programs, write 
“DC-Area” on the check memo line; to donate specifically to the Tree Bank, 
write “Tree Bank” on the memo line. Contact us at: Earth Sangha, 10123 
Commonwealth Blvd., Fairfax, VA 22032-2707 | (703) 764-4830 | 
earthsangha.org. Complete program information is available on our website.

Want to volunteer or meditate with us? We work with volunteers at our Wild 
Plant Nursery and our field sites in northern Virginia. We meditate in the Del 
Ray section of Alexandria on Tuesday evenings. For more information see our 
website or call Lisa Bright at (703) 764-4830.

The Acorn: Our newsletter is produced with “print on 
demand” technology, which consumes far less energy 
and materials than does conventional printing. This 
paper is 100% post-consumer waste recycled, process 
chlorine-free, and manufactured entirely with 
wind-generated electricity. This issue © 2015 by the 
Earth Sangha. All rights reserved.

Gold-rated: The Earth Sangha has a gold rating from 
GuideStar Exchange for commitment to transparency.

One of the best: The Earth Sangha is recognized by the 
Catalogue for Philanthropy as “one of the best small 
charities in the Washington, DC, region.”
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. . . continued from page 3: 
the time and keep me focused. Invasive plant removal can seem like a 
never-ending battle, and there is definitely a lot to be done at the 
Preserve, but by focusing on one section at a time I can still go home 
feeling very accomplished. Luckily, this piece-by-piece approach makes 
sense for our restoration efforts too. You can’t do everything at once!

While dealing with the bugs, heat, and poison ivy, it’s important to 
keep the big picture in mind. Though daily work at the Preserve is 
repetitive, it is ultimately part of a long-term creative process. Invasives 
removal is the first step in realizing our goal of building a Native 
Arboretum, and it’s exciting to see that this site is on its way to  
becoming an oasis for native species. The importance of the Preserve 
as a place where people can learn about native plants motivates my 
own work at Marie Butler Leven, so I hope to see you there!

— Emma Lanning, Intern
Emma will be a senior this fall at Bennington College. In addition to her 
work with us this summer, she interned with the Sangha during the 
summer and winter of 2014. 

Photo: In July, Georgina Chin (foreground) and her husband, Daly, 
cleared invasives from a forest edge at the Marie Butler Leven 
Preserve. Georgina and Daly are veteran volunteers at the Preserve, 
and at many other Earth Sangha projects.


