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The Message

• Regardless of the size or current status of 

your property, you can increase its value to 

wildlife by following appropriate land 

stewardship recommendations for habitat 

improvement and management.



What Type of Land Is It?

• Forest

• Grassland (Meadow)

• Shrub-Scrub (Early Succession)

• Wetlands

•What are their goals?

•What are they managing for? 

• How much time/money do they have?

Habitat improvement

Non-game species



Why Bother?



If We Value Wildlife We Must Conserve/ 
Restore the Habitats on Which They 

Depend
The decline of wildlife species in the United States

is significant and widespread across many 
vertebrate and invertebrate taxa

•100 of 448 native land birds in US and Canada on PIF 
Watch List

•31 species of birds have declined > 50% over last 30 
years

•1/3 of amphibian species are threatened with extinction

•25 of 55 U.S. species of turtles in decline

•Marked decline in many butterfly/pollinator species



Forest Habitat



Forest Management Guidelines
Basic Biology (of Forest Interior Dwelling Birds)

• Nearly all migratory forest-interior birds are “open 
cup” nesters.  More vulnerable to predators.

• Leading cause of nesting failure is nest predation.

• Many predators (raccoons, opossums, crows, grackles) 

enter woods from outside and penetrate limited 

distance.  Disproportionately affect EDGE.



• Explosive increase in numbers of brown-headed 

cowbirds, which predominantly parasitize edge 

nests.

• EDGE EFFECT is leading source of reproductive 

failure in migratory forest-interior birds that nest 

near the forest edge.

Forest Management Guidelines
Basic Biology (of Forest Interior Dwelling Birds)

Wilson’s warbler Blue-winged warbler
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Forest

Field
Soft Edge

Plant understory trees and fruit-bearing shrubs 

along 10 m (min) wide soft edge
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Grassland Habitat



Grassland Habitat – Basic Biology

• Grassland-dwelling birds suffering most 

precipitous population decline of any habitat-

specific group in the eastern United States with 

documented decreases up to 90% in last 50 years.

Bobolink

Eastern Meadowlark

Northern bobwhite

Dickcissel

Grasshopper

Sparrow Northern Harrier

Short-eared Owl



Grassland Habitat – Basic Biology

Original grasslands were maintained by fire (both 

natural and set by native Americans) and beavers.

Common to all grassland bird species is need for 

extensive area to support population – at least a 

few hundred acres of open habitat.



NWSG CHARACTERISTICS
(Native Warm Season Grasses)

• Bunch grasses (vs. turf grasses) that grow during the 
warmest months of the year, May –August

• Each seed produces a plant that will eventually grow 
into a many-stemmed bunch, creates important open 
habitat structure

• Grasses are tall, 4-6 feet or more

• All produce very deep roots, 5-6 feet or greater, 
preventing soil erosion, aiding water infiltration

• Tall seed heads remain standing throughout winter, 
providing food/shelter for wildlife



Wildlife Benefits

• Food – NWSG habitats (in conjunction with 
associated native wildflowers) provide food for wide 
variety of species; butterflies, birds, mammals.

• Cover – NWSG provide both nesting and winter 
cover, often limiting factors for such species as 
quail, grassland songbirds, and rabbits.

– Open structure of bunch grasses allows for ground-level 
mobility, easy foraging, forb/shrub seed bank germination

– Birds, rabbits use senescent leaves of previous year’s 
growth for nests

– Stems remain erect throughout winter in next growing 
season– provide important snow cover



Big Bluestem – Andropogon gerardii

• Tolerates hot, droughty sites and medium to low 

fertility in acid, sandy, loamy and clay soils

• Poor shade tolerance

• Grows best in moist, well-drained sites

• Height may exceed 8-9 feet

• Roots may reach 12 feet



Little bluestem – Andropogon scoparius

• Extremely drought tolerant

• Grows best in soil pH 5.5-6.5

• Height: 2-4 feet

• One of most attractive summer/fall grasses

• High food value, high quality wildlife habitat



Indiangrass – Sorghastrum nutans

• Moderate to good drought tolerance

• Grows best in deep, well-drained soil but tolerates 

moderately wet soil

• Height: 4-7 feet

• Deep root system

• Quality wildlife habitat and forage



Switchgrass – Panicum virgatum

• Grows in wide variety of soil/site conditions

• Many cultivars, both upland and lowland varieties

– Caution: select only Eastern cultivars, such as Shelter

or Carthage, others may prove invasive

• Excellent erosion control

• Height 4-6 feet

• Deep root system



Short-stature Native 

Grasses/Forbs
• Provide structural diversity

• Additional seed sources

• Attracts pollinators –added 

food source for birds

• Excellent ground cover

redtop panicgrass purple lovegrass

forbs/wildflowers



Scrub Habitat



• Dominated by low-growing shrubs (woody 

plants without a main stem, mostly < 20 ft. tall, 

and young trees.

• Most scrub habitat is successional – if left 

undisturbed it will succeed to forest.

• Many migratory land birds that need scrub 

habitat (feeding vs. nesting habitat) are 

experiencing significant population declines.

• To assist them it is desirable to maintain some 

areas in an arrested stage of early succession. 

No minimum acreage requirements!

Scrub Habitat - Basic Biology



• In transition areas between open and forested 
habitat, develop “soft” edge dominated by shrub 
species.

• Soft edges should be a minumum of 30 ft. wide; 
with increased benefits up to 300 ft. width.

• Allow natural succession of native plant 
materials in transition areas or establish with 
low-growing, fruit-bearing native shrubs and 
understory trees.

• Maintain by periodically removing larger trees; 
burn/cut on 6-8 year rotation.

Scrub Management Guidelines 



Emergent Wetland Habitats



Emergent Wetland Habitat –

Basic Biology

• Most productive and diverse of avian habitats

• Wetlands used by nearly one third of N. American 
species, ¾ of which are non-game.

• Nearly half of migratory non-game species that are 
threatened or declining in northeastern U.S. depend on 
inland freshwater wetlands.

• Emergent wetlands occur as both marshes or as acidic 
stagnant bogs.



Emergent Wetland Habitat –

Basic Biology

• Birds attracted to wetlands at different stages of 

succession vary.

• Important to maintain complex of many small wetlands 

in various stages of succession.

• Small wetlands, ephemeral ponds also critical habitat 

for amphibians and several species of turtles, including 

endangered bog turtle.





Urban/Suburban Habitat

Specific Recommendations
• Leave dead trees/snags in you yard if don’t pose 

safety hazard – potential nesting sites/food source

• Establish or leave brush piles when practical

• Use natural mulch beneath trees/shrubs/flower 
beds, but don’t put in contact with tree trunks.

• If you live near water, native trees and shrubs are 
especially valuable as foraging habitat, migratory 
resting sites.

• Minimize/eliminate lawn -create layered landscape 
with diversity of native plants to mimic natural 
habitats



Layers of Habitat



Clump and Layer







1. Arrange 6-8’ logs in

parallel at least 4” apart.

Mound dirt along sides 

and alternate end openings.

2. Tightly stack second layer of 

logs perpendicular to first. Add 

thick layer of leaves or hay to

make water resistant.

3. Stack each successive

layer perpendicularly to

last – more and more

loosely to create pockets. 

4. Stack randomly branching limbs on 

top of log layers and along sides of 

logs, alternating branch bases up or down.

Finished brush pile offers protected

den sites for mammals and herps,

and shelter for songbirds.



Plant Diversity = Wildlife Diversity
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Helpful Tips:

• K.I.S.S.

• Do not overthink… create!

• Resources abundant, it is hard to go wrong

• Worse thing to do is introduce invasive 

plant species



For More Information:

Virginia Department of Game & Inland Fisheries:
www.dgif.virginia.gov 

VDGIF Backyard Wildlife:

http://www.dgif.virginia.gov/wildlifewatching/backyard.asp 

VDGIF Habitat-at-Home:

http://www.dgif.virginia.gov/habitat/habitat-at-home/ 


