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RR eady to get outside in the garden and do some planting? Are you a nature-lover who would like to make your yard 
more attractive to wildlife? Give wildlife a helping hand with Habitat At Home. Your yard can be a mini-sanctuary 
for birds, butterflies, frogs and other wild creatures when you improve the habitat elements found there. You 

might plant a shrub border or a ground cover, add a few climbing vines or a perennial bed of native wildflowers, or install a 
small water feature. A garden for nature can be a quiet retreat for you and your family.
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Black-eyed Susans (Rudbeckia hirta) [left] and butterfly-weed (Asclepias tuberosa) [right] are 
good nectar sources for butterflies and can tolerate dry conditions.

A Habitat at Home can include a pleasing 
array of flowering plants and small trees, 
such as in this butterfly garden set against 
the edge of a woodland. The diversity of 
plant material is arranged in layers and 
provides vertical structure, an important 
feature of a good habitat.
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TT here’s an effort underway today by con-
servation-minded individuals to fill in the 

habitat gaps that exist in and around our highly 
paved and populated towns and cities. Although 
we can not turn back and un-build or un-popu-
late suburbia, we can make an effort to restore—if 
only on a very small scale—some of the habitat 
features that are being usurped by the construc-
tion boom. The natural landscaping movement 
that is now sweeping the country illustrates a rec-
ognition that each of us can be part of a solution.

Your Recipe for Habitat
Every wildlife species has a set of well-defined 
requirements that must be met in order for indi-
viduals within a population to survive and pass 
on their genes. There must be adequate space 
in which to seek a mate, breed, and successfully 
feed and rear offspring. There must be adequate 
cover in which to find protection from the ele-
ments and to escape from predators. There must 
be adequate food resources available throughout 
the year to sustain the population when energy 
demands are greatest, such as for reproduction 
during spring and for warmth during winter. 
There must also be sufficient sources of acces-
sible water. In a nutshell, wildlife needs some 
combination of cover, food and water within the 
space or range that they call home. This “home” 
is referred to as their habitat. Habitat is a place 
where the primary ingredients come together in 
some combination or arrangement that is appro-
priate for the species in question.

Planning for Wildlife
Knowing that a habitat can be many things to 
many creatures makes our job of designing a 
wildlife garden much easier, because we can be 
somewhat selective in choosing various habitat 
elements for our yard that will attract particular 
groups of wildlife species.
	 If we want to see butterflies and moths, 
for example, then our habitat needs flowering 
plants that provide nectar for the adults and host 
plants that will feed their caterpillars. If we enjoy 
watching woodland-type birds, then our hab-
itat should include groups of shrubs and small 
to large trees for cover, as well as leaf litter on 
the ground and convenient sources of water. If 
our goal is to help salamanders, frogs and other 
amphibians, then we must provide habitat that 
contains not only water features but also moist 
soils shaded by groundcovers, dead leaves, and 
overhanging plant material.
	 However, we should always remember the 
fact that groups of animals are associated with 
groups of plants in natural environments. For 
the wildlife gardener, this means that it would be 
unrealistic to plant a habitat for butterflies and 
then not expect several bee species and other 
insects to show up, or to plant a series of ber-
ry-producing shrubs for birds and then be sur-
prised if raccoons or opossums amble into the 
yard. Similarly, a water garden intended for fish 
and aquatic insects will invariably be visited by 
herons or other predatory birds and mammals. 
A rock pile that provides places for chipmunks to 
hide is also a good place for lizards and snakes to 
sun themselves and hunt for prey.

Habitat for What?
What is an “appropriate” arrangement? That 
depends on what we expect the habitat to sup-
port. The word “habitat” by itself is rather mean-
ingless unless it is associated with a particular 
wildlife species or groups of species that make up 
a given plant and animal community. 
	 If we’re talking about a community of plants 
that require moist soils and animals that require 
standing water, then we could be describing a 
riparian habitat, a wetland habitat, a marsh hab-
itat, or any number of other places where water 
and wet soils occur. Conversely, if we expect 
to see a particular species—for example gold-
finches—we would envision grasses and flowers 
in open field habitats that might be adjacent to 
shrubby woodland borders.
	 Habitat, therefore, defines not only a place 
but a unique set of characteristics that make 
it especially attractive to a group of plants and 
animals which are usually associated with each 
other. 


