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Getting Started 

 

Now that you’ve joined the pathway and made a commitment to: 

 1. Start using native pollinator-friendly plants; 

 2. Begin identifying and removing invasive plants; and 

 3. Avoid using pesticides, especially insecticides. 

 

How do you get started? 

 

Getting started is often the hardest part of any project.  Taking on a new project can be expensive 

in time and financial resources.  Starting with one or more small projects will keep expenditures 

manageable and allow you to learn as you go. 

 

In his book Nature’s Best Hope, Doug Tallamy describes six small, easy projects for the 

homeowner.  Try one or more to get going on your pollinator pathway. 

 

1.-Reduce the lawn. 

Lawns are managed as a dead zone and do not: 1-squester carbon; 2-manage watersheds; 3-

support pollinators; or 4-support food webs. Doug Tallamy points out that we have 40 million 

acres of lawn.  If we could recover half of that, we would have 20 million acres to devote to 

native plantings for wildlife. 

 

Steps: There are a number of ways to start reducing your lawn.  The simplest way is to select a 

back area of your lawn not used for regular foot traffic or recreation.  When mowing begins for 

the season, don’t mow that section.  Carefully mow around the edges of your no-mow area to 

keep it neat and contained and to convey the message that this is an intentional act, not simple 

neglect.  You can reinforce the message by posting a pollinator sign.  The signs are available for 

purchase on www.pollinator-pathway.org 

  

Start to identify the plants emerging from your former lawn.  If you’re new to plant 

identification, try out the iNaturalist app on your computer or device.  

 

Join the worldwide movement called No Mow May which was started by Plantlife.  For more 

information see: Plantlife.org.uk. 

  

http://www.pollinator-pathway.org/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
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2.-Plant keystone species—oaks, willows, birch, poplars, cherries, and maples. 

Keystone species make up 5% of native plants yet they host 75% of our caterpillars.  It makes 

sense to plant not just native plant species but the plant species with the highest hosting abilities.  

You can find out how many insect species a native plant hosts by visiting the National Wildlife 

Federation website at: www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/Plants. 

 

Steps: Planting just one oak tree can reap huge benefits as oaks are host plant to more insect 

species than any other plant.  And if you already have a number of these keystone species—

you’re off to a great start.  

 

3.-Turn lights out. 

Light pollution is killing moths and other nocturnal insects such as fireflies via: 

-exhaustion; collisions; incineration; dehydration; increased predation; blindness; misdirected 

oviposition; disruption of circadian rhythms in foraging, mating, and reproduction. 

 

Steps: Instead of leaving a security light on all night, try using motion sensor lights.  Other 

options include yellow bulbs, especially yellow LED bulbs.  Where lighting is deemed 

necessary, put a shield to down-direct the light and protect the insects above it.  Reducing light 

pollution helps birds as well.  Birds migrate at night and can be disoriented by lights.  Stargazers 

will thank you as well. 

 

4.-Avoid using pesticides especially insecticides. 

Homeowners use 10 times as much pesticide per acre as is used in agriculture.  This is an 

indication that the products are overused rather than applied according to instructions on the 

label.  In practically all cases, there are safer methods of weed and insect control than the use of 

pesticides.  

 

Of the three types of pesticides--insecticides, herbicides and fungicides--insecticides are the most 

lethal to insects.  Even organic insecticides can negatively impact insect pollinators.  Herbicides 

directly kill plants but can indirectly impact insect pollinators by degrading their habitat. 

 

Of particular concern are Neonicotinoids, a class of insecticide which has negatively affected 

pollinating insects especially bees.  When seeds and plants are treated with this systemic  

  

http://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/Plants
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insecticide, toxins remain in the plant and their nectar will poison any insects that feed on it, 

including pollinators.    

 

Neonicotinoid-treated plants have been sold at big box stores and other nurseries.  Legislation 

has been enacted to curtail the use of neonicotinoids. 

 

Steps: Don’t buy plants that have been pre-treated with neonicotinoids.  If you’re not sure, find 

out what a nursery’s policy is regarding the sale of pre-treated plants.  Don’t use insecticides in 

your landscape.  If ticks or insect infestations are a concern, see the “Books, Webinars and 

Apps” link on our webpage for Tick Control methods or safer methods of insect management.  

Also consider that pollinator plantings will increase biodiversity in the home landscape.  A 

landscape high in biodiversity will attract insect predators such as spiders, dragon flies, and 

wasps along with birds and bats, all of which quickly defeats most infestations. 

 

In certain cases of very difficult-to-eradicate invasive plant infestations, it may be appropriate to 

treat invasive species with an herbicide.  In these cases care should be taken to avoid damaging 

non-target plant species.  Safer application methods such as stump painting are preferred over 

spraying which may damage other plants.  Timing application to avoid times of day when 

pollinators are active can also be help prevent some adverse effects.  Thoroughly research 

eradication methods before embarking on any invasive plant project. 

 

5.-Plant native pollinator gardens. 

Doug Tallamy’s studies have shown that a mix of 70% native species to 30% exotic species will 

sustain the population of pollinating insects. Less than 70% and the insect population diminishes 

over time.  More than 70% and the population increases over time. 

 

It is not necessary to eradicate all the non-native plants in your landscape.  In many cases that 

may even be counterproductive.  Generally, all plants serve an ecological function in that some 

plants in the landscape are better than no plants.  Additionally, non-invasive exotic plant species 

that produce nectar are actively supporting insect pollinators.  Unless you plan to quickly replace 

exotic species with more appropriate native species, the disturbance caused by removing plants is 

likely to cause an invasive plant infestation. 

 

Steps: See the see the link on our webpage for native plant lists and native plant sources. 

Native plants can be incorporated into an existing flower garden or established in a new planting 

such as a foundation or border garden.  Design and plant new gardens according to the concept—

right plant right place—meaning simply match the plant to its natural habitat be it sunny or  
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shady, wet or dry.  Applying this concept will reduce future maintenance and allow for a 

sustainable garden and landscape. 

 

Native Plants for the Small Yard is an excellent guidebook for the beginning and experienced 

native gardener.  It contains several design templates which include native plant lists for small 

gardens ranging in size from containers to backyard patios.  An excerpt containing practical 

advice on designing a native plant garden is reprinted below: 

 

Your garden should suit your tastes and lifestyle.  Here we offer some ideas you can take from 

and modify to whatever best serves you.  When considering a new flower garden or adding to 

one you already have, here are a few things to keep in mind: 

 

– Start small. You don’t have to convert your whole yard to native plants.  Instead try 

introducing native plants little bits at a time.  It’s more economical and this approach will let 

you get to know each plant well. 

 

– Try a more informal garden, which requires less maintenance.  By informal we mean more 

natural looking as compared to a formal Italian-style garden. 

 

– Curved garden edges have an organic feel and are also easier to maintain than sharp edges. 

 

– Keep things simple – especially in a small space.  A mix of just a few plants or colors looks 

better than a lot of different things all at once. 

 

– Plant a swath or mass of the same plant together.  This is the way plants grow in nature and so 

this kind of planting looks right to our eye when we see it in a garden. 

 

– Include layers of plants, with varying heights, so that the ground is ideally covered with plants.  

This reduces or eliminates the need for the addition of mulch over time since the plants provide 

their own green mulch once they grow in.  Weeds often establish on bare soil, so the idea is to 

cover the ground with the plants you want and crowd out the ones you don’t.  This kind of 

planting will also help the soil naturally retain moisture and prevent erosion.  If you let plants 

die back in place you’ll also feed the soil. 

 

Additional considerations: 

Inventory & Analysis is often the first step in garden design.  See the see the “Books, Webinars 

and Apps” link on our webpage for a webinar on Inventory & Analysis. 
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6.-Do not plant invasive species and remove existing invasive plants.  Invasive plant 

species displace the native plants which pollinating insects rely upon. 

 

Many invasive plants have entered our landscapes through the nursery industry.  The NYS DEC 

now prohibits the sale of certain invasive species, some of which may still be sold by nurseries. 

 

Steps: Start identifying invasive plants in your landscape using field guides or an app such as 

iNaturalist.  Start removing the smaller infestations first to prevent them from becoming larger. 

Monitor the larger infestations and take measures to stabilize them until there is an opportunity 

to try to reduce or eliminate them.  Be aware that disturbance of all kinds, and disturbance 

includes weeding, can cause an invasive plant infestation.  In other words, removing an invasive 

species can trigger another infestation.  Research the best removal methods for the different 

species as many are most efficiently removed during certain seasons of the year. 

 

Here are couple more ways people can improve pollinating insect habitat:  

 

7.-Allow caterpillars to complete their development. 

Many pollinating insects have 4 life stages—egg, larvae, pupae, and adult.  Some species of 

caterpillars—the larval stage of moths and butterflies—drop into the duff beneath trees to pupate.  

This duff is often removed and replaced with lawn or other impervious surface. 

 

Steps: Remove lawn or impenetrable surfaces from beneath trees and replace with leaves or plant 

groundcovers.  Plant layered landscapes under trees which may include shrubs and other 

perennials.  This will allow the larvae or cocoons to overwinter and complete their life cycle to 

adulthood.  Leaving fallen leaves and plant stems over the winter will also provide important 

habitat for these young pollinators.   

 

8.-Create nesting sites for bees. 

Native bees use untidy areas of the garden to nest such as open sandy ground, brush piles, and 

old tree stumps and snags. 

 

Steps: Leave some of these untidy areas for wildlife habitat.  Supplement nesting opportunities 

with mason bee houses or bundles of hollow plant stems.  Leaving dead trees that are not unsafe 

for people or structures will provide habitat for many species of wildlife. 

https://www.inaturalist.org/

