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• This document is designed to accompany a live presentation.

• Some context associated with the images and notes may not be clear.

• Please use this document as a guide. However, this does not replace 
on-site expert advise and does not cover all situations. All situation 
should be considered unique requiring project specific planning and 
prescriptions.

• All images by Jody Thompson.



This Is a Talk for Beginners

• To help alleviate some of the most common mistakes made.

• To save you money.

• To encourage higher quality practices.



Note on Pollinator Habitat

• This presentation covers typical situations.
• Grasslands

• Wildflower meadows

• Wildflowers gardens

• What most people really want – when they say pollinator habitat – is 
healthy habitat full of pretty wildflowers.





Pollinator habitat encompasses so much more.



Wooded edges. Edges are often area of higher diversity compared to 
surrounding areas. They contain elements of each adjacent habitat.



Open Woodlands



Woodlands



Note on Pollinator Habitat

• The best habitat is a mosaic of different habitat types.
• Because, just like people, pollinators and other wildlife have different needs and use different 

spaces.

• Pollinator habitat is much more that just wildflower fields. It is also: 
• Woodlands
• Shrubby woodland edges
• Wetlands
• Many other habitat types

• Although, even professionals focus on native grasses and wildflowers because:
• Lots of bang for your buck - ecologically
• Easier and quicker to build a diverse grassland/meadow than to built a new woodland
• Easier to understand, more relatable, and more desirable for the average person  



This will describe 5 important principles necessary to successfully 
install and maintain pollinator habitat.

• #1 – Competition Control

• #2 – Planting Depth

• #3 – Establishment Maintenance

• #4 – Long-Term Maintenance

• #5 - Patience



#1 – Competition Control
(weed control before planting)

Weeds cause two main problems

• Prevent seeds from contacting soil.

• Shade native plants.



White clover and Johnsongrass grow 
densely and shade out shorter plants.



Barrier preventing broadcasted seeds from contacting soil. 
Also, shades newly germinated plants.



Good emergence of native plants across 
site. Weed pressure was low here.



Rule of Thumb for All Planting Situations

*The shorter the plants, the more weed control you need* 

• Applies to wildflowers, grasses, trees, etc.

• Short plants are easiest to shade.

• Most native wildflowers and grasses in mixes are perennials, which 
take time to put on significant aboveground growth. Until they are 
ready to take off, which usually ranges from 1-3 years, many are short 
and highly susceptible to shading. 



#1 – Competition Control - Methods

Herbicide Sprays

• Foliar applications – rare that you need fewer than 3, often need more.

• Goal is to suppress weeds that occur throughout the growing season.
• Plan for grasses and broadleaf weeds

• Pros – cheap compared to other methods, effective, scales well to different 
sized sites.

• Cons – herbicide use, can take a while to get clean (weed free) site.



Good weed control after one spray. This will allow good seed to soil contact, 
which is essential. However, in just a few weeks, new weeds will fill this site 
from existing weed seeds. More treatments are needed.



Good weed kill from treatment. However, lots of material on the ground will block many 
native seeds from contacting the soil, if broadcasting the seed. A longer treatment 
period will kill later emerging weeds but also allow dead material to decompose.



#1 – Competition Control - Methods

Shallow tilling

• Tilling at 2-4” deep every 2-3 weeks throughout the growing season.
• Till closer to 4” early in treatment period
• Till closer to 2” further in treatment period

• Same goal as with herbicides.

• At least the same time frame needed.

• Pros – effective if performed thoroughly over the needed time period, no herbicides.

• Cons – labor intensive and requires many treatments, takes a while to get a clean site.



#1 – Competition Control - Methods

Solarize

• Transparent plastic covers the soil, edges buried, sunny location, through summer. 
• Spring to spring is better
• Period may be shortened in very dry soils
• Install plastic when ground is dry
• Tilling may promote aggressive weeds that cause problems later

• Often doesn’t kill all weeds. More accurate to say that it reduces weeds.

• Pros – no herbicides, effective if used over long enough period, works well on small sites.

• Cons – limit to practical size of the area, can take a while to get a clean site.



#1 – Competition Control - Methods

Burning

• Its use alone (not with other methods) is dependent on the weeds 
present on site.

• Often used in combination with other methods.

• Pros – very effective in the right situation, reduces herbicide use.

• Cons – requires the right experience, depends on weeds on site.



#1 – Competition Control - Methods

Hand pulling

• Pros – cheap, no herbicides, effective on very small sites

• Cons – labor intensive, can be less effective than herbicides depending on weeds 
present, can take a while to get a clean site, doesn’t scale well due to labor, works best 
on younger plants

Install soil 

• Essentially building a new planting bed

• Pros – new bed is immediately ready for planting, no herbicides, less follow-up weed 
treatment necessary

• Cons – most expensive method, labor intensive, doesn’t scale well to larger sites due to 
cost 

All methods can be combined to meet your specific needs.



#2 – Planting Depth

• Most native grass and wildflower seeds need a depth of 0 – 1/4”. No 
more. Any more and they won’t germinate. 

• Errors occur when: 
• Using a seed drill and there is poor calibration or no calibration

• Broadcasting in a landscape and soil or mulch is used to cover seeds 



#3 – Establishment Maintenance
(weed control after planting)

• Maintenance often necessary through a plant’s establishment period.

• Establishment period – the time that a plant’s roots are growing into 
the surround soil to a point that can support aboveground growth.

• Risks during this period:
• For seed – shading
• For larger plants – shading and water

• Makes competition control all the more important.



Johnsongrass and other weeds on this recently planted site will have to be regularly cut 
to a shorter height (12” or less). Regular cutting also helps prevent some weeds from 
flowering, which reduces aggressive spreading. Very aggressive plants, such as 
Johnsongrass should also be considered for herbicide treatments, if the site allows.



Uniform height growth of Johnsongrass growing taller than many of the native species 
makes herbicide treatments like wicking less risky to the natives. Establishing a mowing 
and herbicide treatment schedule makes this possible.



#3 – Establishment Maintenance
(weed control after maintenance)

Methods

• Mowing
• Situational
• Depends on weeds and nurse crops present and when planting occurred 
• Typically in the 6-12” range - closer to 12” is better
• Allows plenty of native plant growth while preventing weeds from shading them
• E.g. may mow 3-4 times during growing season if planting occurred in spring

• Herbicide treatments
• Difficult as many of these habitats are mixed grasses and forbs
• Easier when there is a dominant weed like Johnsongrass that can be taller than other plants

• In this case, you can wick, which avoids the shorter, developing natives and targets the taller Johnsongrass
• Isolated invasive plants can be spot sprayed or spot wicked

• Burning – often avoided during establishment period. Avoid unnecessary stress on the plant till 
well-established.



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

• The habitat is now installed or restored, but it requires maintenance 
to remain pollinator habitat.

• Few open habitats easily remain this way. Most habitats in the 
Eastern U.S. want to be forest. So, other than other weedy or invasive 
grasses and forbs, a major threat is trees. 

• These habitats are also in a constant state of change even while 
remaining pollinator habitat.



Diverse, colorful meadow one year after planting. It won’t stay this way without work.



Indian grass dominated habitat, several years old. Initially planting with a mix of grasses and 
wildflowers. No maintenance since establishment resulted in the dominance of a few aggressive, 
native species. This isn’t necessarily bad, but it depends on your goals for diversity and appearance.



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

• What degrades and replaces native grass and forb habitat?
• Invasive plants – johnsongrass, sericea

• Native trees

• What degrades diverse native grass and forb habitat? Diversity is an 
important characteristic in most situations we refer to as pollinator 
habitat
• Aggressive native grasses

• Invasive plants

• Native trees



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

• The goal of long-term maintenance is to manage aggressive species. 

• We do this by giving many different plants a chance to do well. 

• We give them more space to grow and remove some of the shade. 



Crown vetch growing over the top of native plants.



Johnsongrass clumps in moist, planted meadow. Spreads aggressively from rhizomes and 
seeds. If not controlled, this native meadow could disappear in just a few years. 



Native, planted grassland becoming dominated by native redbud. 
Prescribed fire would be a great first step toward improving this habitat. 



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Methods

• Fire

• Mowing/Trimming

• Herbicide Treatments

• Tilling/disking



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Fire

• Stresses or removes aboveground growth. It can stress some plant enough 
that it kills them. It’s more effective against shallow rooted plants. This is 
why it is such as great tool in native grass and wildflower habitat. 

• The roots of many native plants grow very deep, sometimes growing 
deeper than several feet. So, many grassland species are protected from 
heat and dry soil situations. 

• Knocks back dense growth that suppresses diversity. Most dense growth is 
from grasses.



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Fire
• Exposes suppressed seeds, which helps maintain diversity.

• Risk – also exposes soil to suppressed weed seeds. 
• Makes early weed management all the more important 
• Areas with heavy invasive pressure can result in dense and aggressive growth of 

those plants after fire

• In situations with a heavy invasive plant seed bank, they are sometimes the 
first to emerge, or they quickly grow taller than many natives. This provides 
an advantage in that there is sometimes a lower risk of accidentally 
treating natives – when using herbicides following fire. 



Post-burn. Shows the extent of brambles (Rubus sp.) that had grown into 
a grassland. Native, woody plants have to be managed in these habitats.



This burn exposed lots of soil area. This will allow seeds of more native plants to germinate.  



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Mowing/Trimming

• Does most of the same things you’re trying to do with fire. 
• Removing shade, creating space, exposing seeds

• However, doesn’t do it nearly as well. Fire will burn to the ground. 
Mowing only gets within inches of the ground.

• Isn’t very effective against invasive plants. 



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Herbicide Treatments

• Very effective when target plants are somewhat isolated from others.

• Examples of isolated plants are:
• Scattered clumps of tall plants
• Dense growth of invasives that grows higher than desirables 

• Allows you to wick

• Woody plants large enough to treat with cut-stump or hack-n-squirt methods

• This allows you to treat those plants with less risk to desirable plants.



#4 – Long-Term Maintenance
(keeping habitat intact)

Tilling and Disking

• Breaks up the growth of some grasses.

• Risk of exposing weed seeds. 

• Always use this method with caution unless you have a solid plan to 
continue weed control in these areas. 



#5 – Patience

• These habitat take time to develop.

• Weed pressure is different at different times of year.

• Don’t let one good treatment fool you. In a few weeks, the site you 
sprayed or tilled will be full of new weeds after only one or two 
treatments.



Last Note

• This isn’t a comprehensive guide to pollinator habitat preparation or 
management.

• It only meant to address common mistakes and provide a solid 
foundation for planning.

• All situations should be treated as unique.

• Good luck, focus on the weeds, put your project on a schedule and 
enjoy the results of your hard work.
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