
The Wildlife-Friendly Woodland

“He that plants trees loves others besides himself.” 
- Thomas Fuller, Gnomologia, 1732

WHY
Sharing your backyard with other creatures is a simple way to better enjoy your land. Forests offer new 
niches for wildlife habitat with every layer - the high-rises of the wildlife world. Trees help build the 
whole food pyramid for a variety of wildlife. Like everyone, wildlife is looking for places to live, eat, 
and raise babies. Pick a couple species from each category to provide habitat during different life stages 
over the seasons. Use native plants to optimize benefits to local species and minimize risks of bringing in 
exotic invasive plants that don’t support all the local wildlife. If you want a variety of animals, birds, and 
butterfiles, first encourage a variety of native plants.

HOW
Plant a variety of trees, shrubs, and flowers that can provide food throughout the year. Fruit trees like 
pawpaw, persimmon, and serviceberry are good summer and fall sources of food. Trees with nuts, like oaks, 
hickories, buckeyes, and beech, are important winter food sources for many animals.

Wildlife need shelter and water as well as food. Evergreens like white pine, Virginia pine, holly, or eastern 
redcedar can provide some shelter from winter winds. Plant these in groups for a better windbreak. They 
can also be planted near a bird feeder to offer birds quick cover from predators. Rock piles, rock walls, dead 
logs, and brush piles create refuges for small animals. Nesting habitat can be improved with nest boxes for 
birds. Water can be provided from streams, seeps, or ponds, or even just a bird bath.

One of the delightful responses to growing native plants is the amazing variety of butterflies. Most butterflies 
need a particular plant to nourish their earlier life stage as a caterpillar. Oaks, willows, and cherries host over 
400 species of butterflies (Tallamy 2007). You need a hackberry if you want to nurture the rare hackberry 
butterfly. Butterflies can use nectar from many different types 
of flowers, but they need their host plants to reproduce.

Mix fast-growing trees like sycamore and 
yellow-poplar with some slower-growing 
oaks or beech. The fast growing trees 
will help moderate the site and 
make it easier for other trees to 
grow. The slower growing 
trees often live longer, 
providing benefits for 
decades.

Encourage canopy layers, 
including shrubs and ground 
covers that don’t need mowing. 
More layers mean more types of 
wildlife  can use them. It also builds in 
resilience to storm damage, so even if one 
plant is lost, the plants above or below can fill in 
quickly. 

Match plant species to 

soil conditions
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