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The first of the year is always a good time to reflect on many 
things, including the garden.  It’s a time to look ahead.  You 
can think about what worked, what didn’t and most 
importantly, what changes do you want to make this year.  I 
have several on-going goals for my little piece of heaven.  
One is to eradicate the garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolata) that 
has found its way to my yard.  It’s sneaky and it’s trying to 
take over the non-garden areas.  It is invasive in the true 
sense of the word.  I’ve also noticed that one of the invasive 
honeysuckles is trying to move in.  That needs to go too.  
Adding more native plants to replace these invasive plants is 
also a priority.  Doing these things will help to improve the 
pollinator habitat on my property. 
 
Am I nuts or what – I’m landscaping for insects?  Yes, yes I am.  I’ve been landscaping for the birds for 
many years.  Landscaping for pollinators, butterflies, fireflies and beneficial insects will also benefit the 
birds that call my yard home.  When bumble bees and Monarch butterflies need the Endangered Species 
Act to survive maybe we need to change our gardening practices. 
 
If you aren’t sure where to start you can do a yard assessment.  The Xerces Society has a step-by-step 
score sheet that will give you an idea of how pollinator friendly your yard is.  It is called the “Habitat 
Assessment Guide for Pollinators in Yards, Gardens and Parks.”  If you aren’t up to doing the score sheet, 
they also have a checklist of actions you can take to get you started.  Either of these will help you meet the 
most basic needs of our pollinators.  Just like birds and animals, insects need food, water, shelter (from 
weather and predators) and nesting sites.  They also need a pesticide free zone, at the very least an 
insecticide free zone.  Doing an assessment will help you prioritize and set some goals. 
 
The score sheet is broken into four sections: foraging habitat, nesting and overwintering habitat, pesticide 
practices and community action.  The biggest section is the foraging habitat evaluation.  It will get you 
thinking about how much of your landscape has flowering plants – whether native or ornamental.  Do you 
have flowering shrubs and trees?  How much of your vegetation is composed of native plants?  What 
features are in your landscape such as raingardens, patches of wildflowers, vegetable gardens, pollinator 
friendly annuals or perennials, and fruit trees.  How much lawn do you have and is it bee friendly?  Planting 
white clover in the lawn and mowing less frequently are positive bee elements.  Bees need to eat spring 
through fall.  Does your yard have a diversity of species blooming through the seasons?  Some plants are 
pollinator “superfoods.”  These plants provide forage for a wide variety of bees and other pollinators.  Do 
you have host plants for bee specialists? How about host plants for butterflies and moth caterpillars?  I 
think we all know that the Monarch butterfly depends on having a supply of milkweed to lay its eggs on for 
its caterpillars to eat, but what about other species? 
 
 
 
 



Nesting and overwintering habitat are frequently tied together for bees since many spend much of their 
life in the nest maturing.  Approximately 70% of our native bees nest in the ground and the other 30% nest 
in cavities, dead wood, stems, twigs, under leaves and even in abandoned rodent nests.  Having a diversity 
of nesting sites will attract a variety of bees and increase their likelihood of success.  If you are trying to 
improve in this area you can grow clump forming native grasses, use less wood chips for mulch, and find an 
area where you can allow leaves to stay on the ground.  Leaving stems of certain plants standing can 
create nesting and overwinter sites.  Adding things like logs, rock walls and brush piles will create habitat.  
Don’t be in such a hurry to clean up garden debris in the spring.  The overwintering bees haven’t left their 
nests yet.  Wait until you see the bumble bees flying.  One of the most important factors influencing native 
bee populations is the availability of overwintering and nesting habitat.  If you want bees to pollinate your 
flowers and vegetables, they need a place to live. 
 
Pesticide (insecticides, fungicides and herbicides) use is one of the leading practices that has a negative 
effect on bee (and other insects) populations.  Even if you don’t use them yourself, the plants you buy 
could be treated with them.  If you do use pesticides are you using them safely, according to the label 
directions?  Do you use Integrated Pest Management (IPM) techniques?  Can you identify the pest or 
disease you are treating for before you begin to spray?  Are there other options to try before you grab the 
spray bottle?  Do you really need to spray to control a pest or will Mother Nature take care of it, if you let 
her?  Remember those butterfly caterpillars eat plants and will cause some damage.  But the birds in your 
yard also need those caterpillars to feed their young.  Do you really need to apply that chemical to your 
lawn every year? 
 
Community action can take many forms.  It may be as simple as putting up a pollinator sign to let your 
neighbors know that you are creating a pollinator habitat and not a weed infested yard.  Is there common 
space in your neighborhood where a pollinator garden or habitat could be started?  If you have a pollinator 
garden, invite your neighbors over for a tour.  Point out the beautiful native plants and trees that you are 
growing.  Introduce them to milkweed and monarchs.  Talk to your local officials about pollinators and 
their importance to our food chain.  There are also a number of citizen science projects that you can 
participate in, like Bumble Bee Watch and Project Feeder Watch.  Is there an app for that?  iNaturalist has 
a website and app to help you identify and document what wildlife you are seeing in your landscape. 
 
If you are interested in learning more about how you can improve your yard, Ohio State University (along 
with its partners) will be hosting the “Living Landscape” speaker series starting January 15.  Doug Tallamy 
will be the first speaker and will talk about “Restoring Nature’s Relationships at Home.”  All sessions are 
free via Zoom, but preregistration is required.  Register at this website - https://u.osu.edu/certify/living-
landscape-speaker-series/. 
 
Let 2021 be the year you start landscaping for the birds and the bees! 
 
Resources for this article include:  Xerces Society. 
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