
Recently the plight of pollinators has been getting quite a bit of press. Honeybees are suffering with colony 
collapse disorder and our native pollinators, including bumble and solitary bees, butterflies, moths, beetles, 
and flies are in decline. The main reasons for this distress are pesticides and habitat fragmentation and 
degradation. There are many ways we can support our pollinators- one thing we should think about is our 
lawns. 

Lawns are unnatural. Mother Nature does not create lawns. She creates meadows, prairies, and successional 
fields. These places are filled with diversity- many different species of plants, insects, fungi, and birds 
(mammals too!) are all working together to support each other. A lawn is a monoculture that most often 
contains one species of a non-native grass. (‘Kentucky’ bluegrass is a misnomer- it is native to Europe!). These 
large expanses of turf grass don’t do much to assist our native organisms. We mow grass so it never gets a 
chance to provide pollen or develop seeds for local creatures. Nor does it get tall enough to provide cover for 
ground nesting birds. 

Also, think of what we humans go through to maintain these monocultures. If weeds move in, we spray them 
with herbicides. If there is any insect damage, out come the insecticides. If it is not green enough, we apply 
chemical fertilizers. We are always fighting against Mother Nature at a huge cost to the environment. 

Then there is the time and money we spend keeping our lawns in what we consider to be a pristine state. And 
don’t forget about the mower exhaust that is spewed into the air in order to have acres of artificial green 
carpet. 

That being said, having a large lawn is the American way. We all like the visual of a green expanse, and 
spending the afternoon on a John Deere with a beverage is a favorite leisure activity. But a movement has 
been underway for the past several years to reduce the sizes of our lawns. This does not mean we should do 
away with them completely, just allow a larger portion of your home landscape to become more natural. 

Here are some ‘not so dramatic’ options for reducing your lawn area and ways to make your landscape more 
pollinator friendly: 

1. Yes, you can stop mowing portions of your yard, but more work will be required. Un-mowed areas are ripe 
for infestation by invasive plants. You must be vigilant and scout for invaders. If possible create natural 
areas that are adjacent to existing ‘wild’ areas. This helps create a larger ‘pathway’ for pollinators. 

2. Plant un-mowed areas with native species and nurture them until they are self-replacing. This will also 
help to keep invasives out. 

3. If you create natural areas with flowers, choose plants from the carrot and daisy families. These flower 
types are especially attractive to pollinators. Plant flowers in groups so that they are more visible. Plan for 
successional blooming so that something is always in flower when pollinators are active. Butterflies are 
attracted to long, tubular flowers in red, yellow, and orange. Night blooming flowers like jimsonweed and 
evening primrose will attract moths. Bees are drawn to blue flowers. 

4. Allow some areas to be unkempt. Tree snags (as long as they aren’t a hazard), piles of logs or branches, 
leaf litter, and tall grass are attractive to pollinators and birds. 

5. Add some clover to your lawn. Back in the day clover was a component of every lawn; all turf seeds mixes 
contained clover. It was a logical thing to do. Clover is a legume, that special group of plants that can take 
nitrogen from the air and move it into the soil where it is available to plants. With clover in the mix, lawn 
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grasses had a constant supply of nitrogen. Fertilizer applications were not necessary. After WWII, 
herbicide use on lawns became commonplace, but these herbicides also killed the clover. Without the 
clover, chemical applications of nitrogen fertilizers became the norm. As a result, clover was viewed as a 
turf weed instead of a beneficial component of lawns. Clover flowers support beneficial insects, 
especially bees. The plants are also an important food source for many caterpillar species. Despite being 
mowed, most clover will still flower. Dutch white clover is a smaller variety that was commonly used in 
lawn seed mixes. It is available at local farm stores and from Ernst Seeds, Johnny’s Selected Seeds, and 
Seven Springs Farm. 

6. Do not use pesticides. Even though you may be targeting the ‘bad guys’, most insecticides are broad-
spectrum killers. They don’t distinguish between beneficial and harmful insects- they kill everything! 
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