
Meadows and Prairies

Adding Biodiversity to the City
Meadow and prairie communities support a rich diversity of 
animal life—from birds and butterflies to dragonflies and 
small mammals. Agriculture and urban development have 
left less than one percent of Canada’s native prairies intact, 
but groups across North America are looking at restoring 
these once-prolific ecosystems. You can take part by working 
with your municipality to plant public spaces or by making 
changes at home by transforming your own backyard.

Meadows are typically transitional communities of native grasses and 
wildflowers that flourish following an ecological disturbance but before 
an area might return to being a forest. Some meadow communities are 
maintained by cycles of flooding and drought, and in other cases they exist 
on dry slopes and ridges, which do not allow for forest succession to occur. 
Planting meadow species is a good choice for home owners in areas where 
there is dry soil, restricted tree growth (i.e. by utility wires) or where open 
views are preferred. 

Prairies are permanent upland communities comprised of native grasses 
and wildflowers, and less than 10 percent canopy cover from trees. Prairie 
communities typically do not support the growth of trees because of low 
rainfall or periodic fires. Prairie restoration projects are encouraged in areas 
where historic prairies once existed.

Preparing the Soil
Soil preparation is the key to creating successful prairie and meadow 
communities. More time preparing the soil will mean less weeding later and 
will lead to a healthier more vibrant natural community. There’s no need to 
amend the soil with fertilizer, topsoil, compost or manure since prairie and 
meadow species can better establish and compete against weeds if the soil 
is lower in nitrogen. There are two main strategies you can use to prep your 
garden space for a meadow or prairie planting:

What You’ll Need

An open, sunny area with flat 
or rolling terrain

A shovel, hoe and trowel

Time for site preparation

Sheets of heavy black plastic 
(optional)

Native seeds or seedlings

Turn over...



Selecting Species
• Select a mix of native grasses and wildflowers. Prairie communities 

typically have 50 percent grasses and 50 percent wildflowers.

• Meadows generally have 70 percent wildflowers and 30 percent 
grasses. You can adapt these numbers based on your specific 
project goals. For instance, pollinator habitats use a higher 
percentage of wildflowers.

• Use either seed or plant plugs for your project, or a combination 
or both. Some projects have had success planting wildflower plugs 
and seeding native grasses. This technique allows wildflowers to 
develop before the faster growing grasses fill the site.

• Seed wildflowers in early April to late May or mid-October to mid-
November, and seed grasses in the early spring (April). These times 
may vary slightly depending on local climate conditions. Mix seed 
with sand before sowing, or broadcast seeding for more even seed 
distribution (complete two passes over the site, moving at right 
angles to each other). Rake the seed in lightly and then firmly pack 
the soil. Remember to not seed on windy days!

• Plant in the spring once the soil has been cultivated and weeded. 
Plant plugs 25 to 40 centimetres (10 to 16 inches) apart for even 
coverage.

Maintenance
It typically takes two to five years to develop a prairie or meadow 
community. Here are a few tips for success:

• Water plugs as soon as they are planted. Water regularly for the 
first couple of weeks and during dry periods. Plants will not require 
watering after they are established, even in drought cycles.

• Seeds should be watered until they have germinated.

• Mulch plugs with biodegradable mulch such as woodchips (three 
to five centimetres deep) to help control weeds and maintain soil 
moisture. Take care to not mulch too close to the plants because 
moisture can get trapped and cause rot.

• Weed regularly for the first few years until your prairie or meadow 
species become well established.

• Meadows are maintained by mowing in the spring. Perennial weeds 
(those that return year after year) can cause more of a problem and 
will need to be carefully pulled by hand to ensure the whole root 
is taken and there is minimal soil disturbance. Exposed bare soil is 
susceptible to further weed invasion.

• Prairie communities are maintained by fire. Fires should only be 
conducted with the permission of your local fire department and 
municipality, and with the help of trained individuals. If permission 
to use fire cannot be granted, it is not advised to create a prairie. 
Instead, create a wildlife garden or meadow community.

1) Cultivation

Use this method if you are planting in 
an old field or if your site has a lot of 
invasive weeds.

• Clear away any turf grass and 
unwanted vegetation in the area by 
cultivating the soil using shovels or a 
rototiller.

• Allow weeds to grow to a height of 10 
to 15 centimetres and then manually 
remove them with a hoe. Repeat this 
until weeds are controlled.

2) Black Plastic Solarization

Use this method when you are replacing 
turf grass or have less time for site 
preparation.

• Place a sheet of heavy black plastic 
over the planting area.

• Leave the plastic for six to 12 weeks 
to ensure the grass has been killed.

• Remove the plastic and clear away any 
remaining turf grass.

• Plant plugs directly in the soil or till 
the area lightly with a hoe and seed.

• Weed manually for the first few weeks 
while your plants begin to establish. 
Follow the maintenance tips to 
complete the transformation.

For More Information

Tallgrass Ontario 
tallgrassontario.org

Prairie Habitats 
prairiehabitats.com

Canadian Gardening 
canadiangardening.com/gardens/
featured-gardens/a-thriving-wild-
flower-meadow/a/36193

evergreen.ca
Evergreen is a national charity that inspires and enables 
action to green cities. Get involved or donate today.
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