
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

As much as we prefer a neat and tidy landscape, unmanaged areas are ecologically rich habitats.  They 

support a diversity of living things from plants and animals to insects and microbes.  By allowing a few areas 

to remain natural, we benefit pollinators, birds, and the soil. 

Here are just a few situations that can be found in less managed areas and the benefits they offer to the 

ecosystem: 

1. Standing dead trees (snags) — As long as they are not a safety hazard, dead trees can be left in 

place. Woodpeckers will ‘mine’ the wood for insects creating cavities for nesting birds and 

mammals.  Dead trees provide perches for raptors like hawks and owls.  In the eastern U.S., 

three dozen bird species and two dozen mammal species use snags.  It is recommended that 2 

to 3 snags per acre should be left in place for wildlife benefits. Dead trees in close proximity to 

a trail, house, vehicle, picnic area, etc. are a hazard and should be removed. 

2. Decaying logs — Wood is broken 

down by decomposers such as 

insects, microbes, and fungi.  This in 

turn attracts birds and other insects 

that feed on the decomposers.  By 

allowing wood to decay naturally, the 

carbon stored in the wood is released 

slowly.  Some carbon is also moved 

back into the soil where it is 

sequestered rather than being 

released into the atmosphere as 

carbon dioxide.  In addition, decaying 

trees can act as ‘nurse’ logs where 

tree seedlings and other plants have 

the prefect substrate for successful 

growth. 

3. Tall grass and hedgerows — These habitats support the most diverse bee populations.  They 

often contain a variety of flowers, dead wood, and important nest building materials like mud 

and resin.  Hedgerows often harbor stone piles and organic debris which become homes for 

many birds, insects, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians.  Large areas of tall grass are utilized 

by ground nesting birds like eastern meadowlark and bobolink. 
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A nurse log supporting several plant species 



4. Bare ground — Areas with no 

ground cover are important for 

solitary ground nesting bees and 

wasps.  These are NOT the same 

as the ground nesting yellow 

jackets that fly up your pant legs 

when you run over their nest with 

a lawn mower (I speak from 

experience!).  Solitary bees are 

important pollinators and solitary 

wasps are predators of other 

insects.  They do not live in 

colonies and lay single eggs in 

galleries that are dug into the soil.  

They do not exhibit defensive 

behavior and rarely sting.  Most 

species prefer sunny, dry areas 

with sandy soil.  

 

Allowing just a small corner of your yard to remain ‘wild’ will help support all aspects of the ecosystem.  

Coupled with plantings of native species, you will create a landscape that offers a wealth of benefits!  

A harmless solitary bee 
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