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Reflections from the Executive Director 

Spring Plant Sale 

Lycium fremontii 

Happy spring! Things at Desert Survivors are 

going well despite a recent weeklong 

closure due to the Omicron variant. While 

new challenges face us in this new year, I 

choose to focus on the successes as I reflect 

on my many years with this amazing 

company and how far we have come in our 

40 years. 

Our nursery team keeps our nursery 

blooming beautifully, and our team of direct 

care professionals—or, as we like to call 

them, mentors—ensure our Group 

Supported Employment (GSE) program for 

adults with intellectual developmental 

disabilities (I/DD) is an outstanding model of 

integration and respect for all human 

beings. But Desert Survivors is so much 

more then just these two great 

departments—it’s also the people who 

support us. While we work with the state of 

Arizona to provide GSE, so many folks fall 

through the cracks. Our Tucson community 

has graciously stepped in over the years 

with grants and donations to help some of 

these individuals who would otherwise not 

get the help they need to be successful. Rick 

Small and the Stonewall Foundation have 

played a HUGE part in this, and I’d like to 

give them and you my sincere thanks.  

 

Continued on page 3 

Visit from the Capitol 
Representative Alma Hernandez has been 

a great voice and advocate for people 

with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities (I/DD). I was able to talk to her 

during the legislative session last year and 

invited her to come and tour Desert 

Survivors. We were very proud and 

excited to host her at Desert Survivors on 

November 18, 2021. 

During her tour, Representative 

Hernandez had the opportunity to meet 

and chat with all our employees. 

Afterward, she commented that it was 

sometimes difficult to know who our 

workers with I/DD were and who the 

support employees were. I let her know 

that Desert Survivor’s truly integrated 

work environment makes Desert Survivors 

the amazing place it is. 

I look forward to working with 

Representative Hernandez again this year 

as she continues to support the I/DD 

community and those who serve it. 

Karen Wilson 

Executive Director 
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Featured Plants Spring 2022 

Lycium fremontii  
Fremont wolfberry (Solanaceae) 

Native wolfberry shrubs (Lycium spp.) 

are the North American relative of the 

renowned Chinese goji berry (L. 

barbarum and L. chinense). Although 

there are 10 species of wolfberry in 

Arizona, edible gardeners will be happy 

to know L. fremontii produces the 

biggest, most delicious berries. This 

species has two different sex forms, 

which ethnobotanist Richard Felger 

described as female and functionally 

male (infrequently hermaphrodite). 

Therefore, it is best to plant multiple 

individuals to increase fruiting viability. 

These woody, upright shrubs grow to 6 

feet high with large, fleshy foliage. 

Female flowers are dark purple, while 

the functionally male blooms are 

lavender. In habitat, L. fremontii typically 

grow below 3,500 feet and are native in 

Tucson along the west branch of the 

Santa Cruz River and other washes and 

drainages. Fremont wolfberry is best 

placed as a partial understory and enjoys 

some shading during the day. 

 

Boute loua di ve rs isp i cu la  
Trailing grama, false grama (Poaceae) 

For more than a century, this attractive 

native grass was believed to be the only 

member of the genus Cathesticum. Its 

native range distribution stretches from 

southern Arizona into central America. 

Because its flower spikes bear a 

superficial resemblance to true grama 

grass (Bouteloua), its common name is 

“false grama.” However, recent 

phylogenetic research now places false 

grama as a true grama grass, which 

inspired Joe Scheuring of the Arizona 

Native Plant Society to spearhead a drive 

to come up with a new common name: 

“trailing grama.” Regardless of its name, 

this lovely small native grass is an ideal 

landscape choice. Trailing grama is 

extremely tough, relishes full sun, and 

spreads readily by above-ground runners 

(stolons). Plants grow to only 6 inches 

tall and form a patch of small, tufted 

clumps. We highly recommend this 

hardy little grass for your native garden! 

 

 

Lagascea decipiens 
doll’s head (Asteraceae) 

A fascinating aspect of southeastern 

Arizona flora is the large number of 

species that reach their northern range 

here. With subtropical influences that 

stretch as far south as Oaxaca, doll’s 

head is one of those plants. In Arizona, it 

occurs primarily in the Atascosa 

Highlands, Baboquivari and Quinlan 

Mountains, and the Grosvenor Hills at 

elevations of 3,000 feet to 4,500 feet. In 

the aster family, L. decipiens has large, 

unusual flower heads consisting of many 

clusters of yellow tubular flowers. Plants 

form shrubs 3 feet to 5 feet in size and 

flower strongly in the monsoon and fall 

seasons. Doll’s head is also an excellent 

nectar source for pollinators.  
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Jim Verrier 

Director of Plant Nursery 

Left to right: Lycium fremontii (fruit), Lycium fremontii (hermaphrodite flower), Bouteloua diversispicula, Lagascea decipiens 
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Reflections: cont. 

I’d like to tell you a little story about Angel. After high school, Angel participated in a 
transition-to-employment program called Workability. Through its partnership with 
the University of Arizona, he worked to set up and tear down university events and 
complete landscaping tasks while attending college and learning how to apply for 
jobs and advocate for himself. Once he finished the program, Workability 
approached Desert Survivors about providing Angel with work experience. He 
started an internship with us in late 2020, but we quickly realized what a wonderful 
gentleman he is and offered him a job. 

Although Angel started part-time on the nursery staff, he now works full-time as a 

mentor. Our clients took to his gentle, sweet nature, and he was excited about trying 

his hand at mentorship. Following his performance assisting one of our trained 

mentors, Angel began mentor training. He attended with coworkers so they could 

assist if needed and passed every class with no problem. By October, he was a fully 

certified direct support professional! 

On top of that, Angel studied to get his driver’s license and worked at a relative’s 

Sonoran hot dog stand to make extra money to buy his own car. After achieving his 

certification, he asked if he could go full-time. We were so proud of him that we 

offered him a full-time position with his own crew. In the space of a year, Angel went 

from intern to part-time employee at minimum wage to full-time, certified mentor. 

And, because he’s making the prevailing wage for new mentors, he was able to buy 

himself that car—a Toyota, just like the boss! Angel continues to be the sweetest, 

most respectful young man we know, and we’re proud to have him on our team. 

It’s stories like Angel’s that make me incredibly proud of Desert Survivors and the work we do. I can’t wait to introduce you to him at 

our spring sale. Take care and stay well! 

Cactus Offering 

Peniocereus greggii var. greggii  
Arizona queen of the night, reina de la noche (Cactaceae) 

The main factors differentiating the two recognized varieties of Peniocereus greggii are their 

geographic and elevation ranges. Unlike Sonoran Desert native variety transmontanus, variety 

greggii is a true Chihuahuan Desert native (Cochise County, southern New Mexico, west Texas, and 

north central Mexico) growing between 3,900 feet and 5,500 feet of elevation. 

Aside from this geographical difference, the plants share similar features: gray-green to purplish, 

slender stems that grow to about 3 feet from an enlarged underground tuber. In exceptional cases, 

these tubers can reach up to 2 feet in diameter and weigh between 50 pounds and 100 pounds. The 

large, ephemeral nocturnal flowers are what give these easily unnoticed plants away. Each flower 

opens for just one night between mid-May and early July, typically over a one- to three-day 

window. So you don’t miss the upcoming show, keep an eye out for dark and bristly flower buds 

that pop up on the plant’s stick-like branches. Once in bloom, strong perfume attracts hawk moths, 

who accomplish cross-pollination between plants in scattered populations, often hundreds of 

meters apart. Large, ovoid red fruits will develop afterward, attracting birds that carry the seeds 

elsewhere for monsoon season germination. Plants in habitat grow in deep, sandy, or gravelly loam 

soils that accommodate the tubers. 

Our spring sale plants are five years old and are developing nice tubers. They may not flower for two or more years, but they’re ready 

for planting into well-draining soil. Use nurse plants to help filter the light and support their sprawling branches. For those interested in 

succulent bonsai, the tubers can be exposed slowly over time and planted in clay pots. Staging tubers aboveground for effect is a great 

way to show off these unique plants until they flower. 
Nate McDonald 

Assistant Nursery Director 
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Program Services: Keith 

Hello! My name is Keith Morgan, and I’m the Program Direc-

tor at Desert Survivors. I’ve had the pleasure of working as a 

mentor here for five years before moving into this new role. 

We have such a dynamic team that’s doing the most to en-

sure our clients are using their unique abilities to become 

independent nursery workers. 

Desert Survivors continues to thrive despite the challenges 

of the past few years. I’m very proud of our extraordinary 

team and their ability to adapt to CDC guidelines while still 

serving our community. Everyone is growing and learning 

from one another, and if we work together, we’ll  

continue to make sure everyone is safe and has the best 

possible experience when they come to work at Desert Sur-

vivors. Thank you for supporting our work and helping us be 

the best we can be! 

Program Services: 

Nereyda 
It’s my pleasure to introduce myself! I’m Nereyda Ruiz, and 

I’m the Associate Program Director at Desert Survivors. I 

joined Desert Survivors three years ago as a mentor, and I 

was promoted to lead mentor/supervisor not long after. 

Recently, I was promoted to Assistant Program Director, a 

position that entails the general administration of Program 

Services. I partner with the Program Director to work with 

families, support coordinators, and other agencies providing 

services to our clients with I/DD to ensure Desert Survivors 

is a safe environment for all employees to work in. Our pro-

gram’s goal is to help each client succeed, and I do my very 

best to help move our members forward. 

I’m so honored to be a part of such a great organization. 

Working with each individual and creating such a tight bond 

with everyone is an amazing feeling. Working outdoors with 

nature is an incredible bonus! 

Top: Keith and Trey strike a pose. Bottom: Rose-Anna and Nereyda flash 
the peace sign. 


