
ardeners love plants, and they love at least some
of the critters that come with them. Birds and butterflies are
always welcome, and savvy gardeners know that many other
animal and insect species are signs of a healthy environment.

Although you probably want to discourage pest animals, like deer,
raccoons, groundhogs, and rabbits, there are animals you might want
to attract, like bats and toads — no, really!

Workin’ on the food chain
Think back to your high school biology class. All of nature is

arranged in a hierarchy of predators and prey, with plants of one sort
or another at the bottom. Most gardens have a good supply of
plants, plus plenty of things ready to munch on them, so your
challenge is to encourage beneficial visitors, like those that will prey
on the insects out to damage your crops or uglify your flowers. If you
make your yard welcoming to these creatures, you’ll not only help
control the pest population, but also make your garden a livelier and
more pleasant place to be.

Of course, not all the visitors you want to encourage are
insectivores: butterflies and hummingbirds eat nectar and pollen,
so you’ll probably want to consider planting some flowers that will
attract these lovely visitors. Bees aren’t particularly aggressive
creatures (unlike yellow jackets, which are wasps) — and they’re
important pollinators.

Aside from insectivores and pollinators,
other animals eat various seeds, nuts, and
fruit — both those that humans also like,
and others it would take a bird to love.
These animals may not do the “work” of
the insectivores and pollinators, but they’re
no less welcome. Planting a variety of
species will encourage more different
kinds of visitors to your garden.

Factors to consider 
before you start

Think about the type of garden you
want. This is the first and most basic
factor. Most of the tips that follow will
work best in ornamental gardens, since
vegetable gardens are generally more

oriented toward keeping out critters, not inviting them in.
Obviously, if you’re trying to grow a crop of berries, attracting berry-
eating birds is not something you want to do! Even productive
gardens, though, will benefit from attracting insectivores.

Research your specific region. What animal species are
native, and what are their food and habitat needs? What plant
species are native?  Local plant species are better adapted to your
immediate area, so they’ll need less supplemental watering and are
generally more disease resistant. In addition, they provide the foods
that local animal and insect species evolved to eat. Contact a
USDA extension office (Check the Blue Pages of your phone
book, or go to www.csrees.usda.gov/Extension to find your
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Attracting Wildlife
The problem: Identifying beneficial animals and insects 
and making your garden a place they want to be.

G Insectivores (bug-eaters) include:
Amphibians, including frogs, salamanders, and toads 
Birds, including cardinals, nuthatches, robins, sparrows, warblers,
and woodpeckers
Fish, including carp, minnows, and sunfish
Insects, including dragonflies, green lacewings, and lady beetles
Mammals, including bats
Reptiles, including lizards and harmless snakes such as black
snakes and garter snakes
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1.Water
All critters need water to drink; birds also bathe

in water — thus the invention of the “birdbath.”
There are three basic approaches you might take.

The most ambitious way to provide water is with a pond, either
an in-ground pond or a barrel style (shown), which works well for a
patio or deck. Many kits are available, both for containers
(including forms for in-ground ponds) and for accessories like
water circulators. Animals that will benefit from a pond
include fish, obviously, but also frogs, toads, and other
amphibians (many of whom eat mosquito and other pest
insect larvae). In addition, birds can bathe in a shallow
section of the pond. To attract birds, provide flat stones

for them to perch
on, and, since it’s at
ground level, make
sure that any
shrubbery where

predators like cats and
raccoons might lurk is at least 10 or 15 feet away.

The simplest way to provide water is with a birdbath. The portion
that holds the water should be no more than 3" deep, and it should
have sloping sides and a rough surface. Remember, most backyard
birds don’t swim, they wade! If the birdbath is above ground level,
predators in nearby shrubbery won’t be as much of a danger — in fact,
having some shelter close by will make your birdbath more attractive
to visitors. Maintenance isn’t complicated: keep the birdbath clean and
refilled with fresh water, and add a heater in winter.

A third possibility, midway between these two in size and
complexity, is a fountain. Moving water does three things:

•It keeps the water fresh, which will 
deter algae and breeding mosquitoes.

•Its noise lets birds know the water is there.

•It masks other noises, like traffic,
although this is more of an advantage 
for people than for wildlife.

local office) or your state’s Department of Natural Resources for
specific information.

Think about which critters you want, and which you don’t.
Your research may reveal information you’d been unaware of, such as
the fact that a single bat can eat 600-1,000 insects an hour, making
it an extremely efficient bug-killing machine, and one worth

providing for. Other choices will be more personal. For instance,
some people enjoy watching the antics of squirrels and chipmunks;
others regard them as pests. Similarly, if you’re allergic to bee stings,
attracting bees by planting monarda isn’t a good idea.

Check local ordinances (and your home-owner’s association, if
you belong to one) to find out whether there are limits about what
you can do with regard to fences, trees, lawn height, and so forth.

How to put out the welcome mat
Make a list of plants that will attract the particular critters

you’re interested in.
Think about where and how to plant. For instance, most animals

prefer being on the border between two different microenvironments —
like a patch of lawn near a flower bed, or reeds next to a pond. This way
they can venture out for food, and yet have a place to retreat on a
second’s notice. Curving borders are thus more animal-friendly, since
they provide a greater expanse of this kind of edge environment.

Add other features besides plantings to meet critters’ needs.
Read on for specific suggestions.

Let things go a bit! If you leave your
echinacea standing after it goes to seed,
you may get goldfinches; clover and
milkweed are butterfly favorites.

Relax and enjoy. Like all garden
projects, a wildlife-friendly garden can
take a while to get established.

Fast Fact:
Butterflies don’t

drink directly from
water sources; they
prefer moist soil.

For more information, a great web site to start
with is www.WildAboutGardening.org.

In addition, we recommend the following books: 

•Attracting Birds, Butterflies & Other Winged Wonders to Your 
Backyard by Kris Wetherbee. (Lark Books, 2006)

•The Audubon Backyard Birdwatcher: Birdfeeders and Bird 
Gardens by Robert Burton and Stephen W. Kress. 
(Thunder Bay Press, 1999)

•Natural Landscaping: Gardening with Nature to Create a 
Backyard Paradise by Sally Roth. (Rodale, 2002)

•The New Gardening for Wildlife: A Guide for Nature Lovers by 
Bill Merilees. (Whitecap Books, 2001)

•Wildlife-Friendly Plants: Make Your Garden a Haven for 
Beneficial Insects, Amphibians and Birds by Rosemary Creeser 
and Steve Wooser (photographer). (Firefly Books, 2004)

These all provide good, but fairly general, information. Your
best bet is to find a book that deals with your specific region; 
your local garden club may be able to recommend one.

Tip: A pond isn’t the best
choice if you have kids,
especially small kids.

What
Does an

Animal Want?
•Water
•Food
•Safety

This barrel-style pond is planted

with irises, sweet flag, and black

elephant ears (Colocasia escuelenta

‘Illustris’) [clockwise from left].



2.Food
Aside from pest insects,

which you probably won’t
want to provide yourself, your garden will provide food
of different sorts. Regardless of how big your garden
is, you’ll be able to plant to feed wildlife. In a large
yard, you can plant large shrubs and trees; if you’re
limited to a patio, you can carefully choose a few
plants for pots. The main types of critters you’ll be
trying to attract by providing food directly are
butterflies and birds.

Adult butterflies eat nectar, and butterfly larvae (a.k.a.
caterpillars) usually eat leaves. For an effective butterfly
garden, plant in a sunny location protected from the wind.

•Good plants for nectar: asters, black-eyed Susans,
buddleia, cosmos, echinacea, liatris, marigolds,
monarda, thistles

•Good plants for leaves: dill, lupine, Queen Anne’s lace,
sweet peas

•Good plants for both: hollyhocks, milkweed, violets

Many different species of birds frequent American backyards;
you’ll find out which ones are native to your area when you do your
preliminary research. Several of the nectar plants listed above also
provide tasty seeds at the end of their season (like aster, cosmos,
echinacea, and liatris), so don’t cut them back until late winter or
early spring. Sunflowers are also grown for seed; you can either leave
the plants standing or harvest the seeds to use in your feeders later.
Seed-eating birds include cardinals, finches, juncos, and sparrows.

Birds that eat berries include bluebirds, mockingbirds, robins, and
waxwings. A good mix of berry plants will include both those that
ripen during summer and fall (like dogwood, elderberry, and
serviceberry) and those that stay on the bush from fall into winter (like
bittersweet, chokeberry, crabapple, mountain ash, and wild grapes; plus

American highbush cranberry [Viburnum trilobum] and other
viburnums). Actually, some of these “winter” berries don’t become
edible until they’ve frozen and
thawed a couple of times.

The third type of food
eaten by birds — specifically,
hummingbirds — is nectar.
We’ve listed some good nectar
flowers above, and it’s easy to
find lists of attractive plants.
As a quick rule of thumb,
hummingbirds like flowers
with trumpet-shaped blooms
(delphinium, foxglove,
gladiolus, hibiscus, hollyhock,
lily, petunia).

3.A safe environment
Herbicides and pesticides can harm not only the organism you’re

targeting, but also other critters as well (including kids and pets). By
inviting beneficial creatures into your yard, you make the food chain

longer and more complex. The illustration shows close-up views of
three of the most popular beneficial insects: the praying mantis, the
green lacewing, and the lady beetle (clockwise from left).

44 GARDEN SOLUTIONS  n FEBRUARY 2007 WWW.GARDENSOLUTIONS.COM

(Top to bottom): Sunflowers;

buddleia; monarda on either

side of echinacea; violas

In addition to choosing plants that
will provide food, you may wish to
install bird feeders. See our article in
the January 2007 issue of Garden
Solutions® for more information.

Resources
Gardens Alive!® sells a variety of beneficial insects, as well as 

many safe pesticides. Visit them online at www.GardensAlive.com,
or call them at 513-354-1482 for a free catalog.

Tip: Watch out for the Mexican bean beetle,
which looks like a lady beetle, but is actually a 
fast-spreading pest, not only to your beans, but
also inside houses. The Mexican bean beetle is
more robust looking, with a higher (more
convex) “back” than the ladybeetle. It is 
yellowish brown and has exactly 16 spots 
(lady beetles have varying numbers of spots).

Tip: Make sure the 
berries you plant aren’t

considered invasive in your
area; birds can spread 

berry seeds far and wide.



Write to us!
If you have any additional solutions to this

problem, or have a problem of your own that you’d
like to see featured in this section, e-mail us at:
Questions@GardenSolutions.com or write to
us at: “One Problem, Five Solutions,” Garden
Solutions® Editorial Offices, 7036 North Easton
Road, Suite A, Pipersville, PA 18947.

4.Natural shelter 
Critters need areas to nest, plus areas where they can hide out

when predators are on the prowl. There are three main kinds of
natural shelter that you can provide in your yard:

Living organic shelter includes trees, especially evergreens; evergreen
and deciduous shrubs; and tall grasses, especially clumps of ornamental
grass. Note that many of these kinds of plants can provide for more
than one kind of need; the pyracantha (shown) provides not
only a thorny thicket where birds can shelter, but also nectar
in the spring and summer and berries in the fall and winter.
Other plants with similar versatility include crimson pygmy
barberry, winterberry holly, and even shrub roses, which
provide winter food in the form of rose hips.

Nonliving organic shelter includes brush piles, compost piles,
and decaying logs, which will probably be things only a fairly large
garden will accommodate. One of the best forms of shelter is that
provided by dead trees (“snag”), which offer nesting sites for birds,
bats, and squirrels; as well as food, in the form of insect larvae, for
woodpeckers, nutchatches, and flickers. Of course, dead trees involve
some serious safety issues: check for precarious branches, and
remember that dead trees will eventually fall over.

Inorganic shelter includes rock piles, including old stone walls,
and such elements of the terrain as hillsides and cliffs.

5.Human-made shelter 
In addition to the nesting spaces they make for themselves, many animals will happily move into

homes you provide for them. There are different styles of nesting boxes, commonly called
birdhouses; many of these are designed for a specific species. In addition, you can get butterfly
houses, bat houses, and toad houses (shown). These not only provide shelter for the
animals you’re trying to attract, but also make charming accents for your garden.
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Resources
Audubon Workshop® sells many different nesting

boxes, as well as butterfly houses and bat houses. 
Call them at 513-354-1485 for a free catalog, or visit
them online at www.AudubonWorkshop.com.
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Another idea is the wildflower meadow. Note,
however, that planting and maintaining one isn’t the
simple “no muss, no fuss, no mowing” proposition
it seems at first glance. Make sure you have the
time, space, and expertise to tackle this project.

Tip: Put out nesting materials for birds (pet hair,
people hair, shredded cotton, bits of yarn). 

You can use an empty suet cage or leave the
material draped on a handy bush.

Tip: Flat stones make great sunning spots for
butterflies and reptiles.


