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RESOURCES
Learn more about how native plants support our 
ecosystems and how to turn your lawn into habitat.
National Wildlife Foundation - nwf.org
NWF Native Plant Finder - nwf.org/NativePlantFinder
USDA Plant Directory - plants.usda.gov
HomeGrown National Park - homegrownnationalpark.org
Dayton Area Wild Ones - daytonareawildones.org
Ecological Landscaping Alliance - ecolandscaping.org
Monarch Watch - monarchwatch.org
Pollinator Partnership - pollinator.org
Deeply Rooted Landscapes - deeplyrootedlandscapes.com

WHERE DID THE LAWN COME FROM?
The first monoculture grass lawns were developed in the 
16th and 17th centuries on the estates of English and 
French aristocrats. Difficult and expensive to maintain, these 
lawns were used to show off the wealth of the elites.
In the 1900s, technology advancements made grass 
somewhat easier to maintain. After WWII, a housing 
boom led to the rise of suburban development, and turf 
grass seed was a cheap way for residential developers to 
“finish” the lot outside the house. These developers used 
advertising to convince people that the turf lawn was what 
they should want, and in the conforming era of the 1950s, 
people latched onto the idea. 
At the same time, golf, another marker of wealth, became 
more popular. Companies started researching how to 
make golf greens more uniform. These companies then 
targeted homeowners with advertising campaigns to 
increase consumer demand for their products. After all this 
advertising, now lawns are considered the standard.
The problem is that grass-only lawns are pretty bad for 
the environment. They still require a lot of resources like 
time, water, and pesticides to maintain. They’re also largely 
ecological deadzones, taking habitat away from wildlife. 
What might it look like if we imagined our outdoor space as 
not just grass that needs mowed, but vibrant sites of care, 
investments in our community and ecological wellbeing?

Though considered an American ideal, the 
abundance of turf grass lawns causes problems.
Native habitats are shrinking. Wildlife is disappearing. 
Pollution inflitrates our air, soil, and water. We rarely stop 
to think about how and why grass-only lawns became so 
popular, or whether they still meet our needs. 
If we take a moment to really think about what we want out 
of our outdoor space, we might find that we can meet our 
needs and the needs of our communities, creating spaces 
that are intentional, beautiful, and nourishing to ourselves 
as well as our human and non-human neighbors.

Rethink 
 
your

 Lawn!



•	 Our living spaces in the city and suburbs might feel far 
removed from the natural world, but even a small yard can 
provide crucial habitat to support native species, and in 
turn, the ecosystem we humans rely on for food.
•	 To many species, a tree is not just a tree. Many 
animals and insects rely on specific plants for food and 
reproduction, and an imported plant won’t help them. 
More native plants means more butterflies, bees, birds, 
and other wildlife. 
•	 Having a lawn of thoughtful native habitat shows your 
neighbors that you care about the environmental health of 
your community and ecosystem.

•	 Save on lawn inputs. Planting native often saves on 
water usage and requires less expensive and/or toxic 
chemicals to maintain. Hardier plants better suited to area 
also survive better. That means less work for you!
•	 Trees and plants are carbon sinks in a way that turf 
lawns aren’t. More trees and plants lead to improved air 
quality. They also protect the watershed from pollutants so 
our families have safer, healthier drinking water. 
•	 Thinking beyond the lawn offers endless ways to get 
creative and develop a yard that expresses your unique 
personality.
•	 Gardening with regional plants creates a stronger sense 
of place, inspiring feelings of belonging and local pride.

BENEFITS OF NATIVE HABITAT LAWNS 

•	 Consider planting some native plants instead of 
ornamentals. You don’t have to give up your whole lawn  
or garden. Even adding just a few natives into the mix can 
benefit local wildlife!
•	 If you have gardening or yard care experience, offer to 
teach someone you think might be interested in learning.
•	 Already have native plants in the yard? As they grow, 
share cuttings and divided plants with neighbors.
•	 Create habitat by adding birdhouses and a water 
feature (use moving water or mosquito dunks so 
mosquitoes can’t breed in it).
•	 Instead of removing all the leaves from your lawn, 
leave them to decompose naturally. Decomposing leaves 
enrich the soil and provide habitat to overwintering bees, 
butterflies, and other arthropods that small mammals, 
birds, and amphibians will rely on in the spring for food.
•	 Got a larger yard? Improve drainage and protect the 
watershed from pollution with a rain garden.
•	 Support local policies and ordinances that encourage 
eco-friendly yard features like native plants and pollinator 
gardens, rather than ones that enforce strict grass heights 
or mowing requirements.
•	 Designate one section of your yard as a wildflower 
meadow or butterfly garden for a rustic and charming slice 
of traditional habitat! 
•	 Want a family-friendly project to work on all summer? 
Get your yard certified as wildlife habitat through the NWF, 
Pollinator Partnership, or a similar organization. 
•	 Try your hand at vegetable gardening as a way to 
reconnect with traditional foodways and increase your 
family and neighborhood resilience. Nothing says “great 
neighbor” like sharing some garden-fresh zucchini!
•	 Invasive species take over and outcompete native plant 
species. Learn to identify invasive plants common to your 
area so you can remove them when you see them.
•	 Start a community garden or volunteer lawn work 
initiative so everyone in the neighborhood has access to 
fresh food and a chance to enjoy outdoor space.

IDEAS FOR GETTING STARTED

Studies have shown that people get diverse benefits 
out of their relationships with their lawn. A sense of 
pride in their neighborhood, an opportunity to be a 
good neighbor. A rewarding hobby like gardening, a 
place to spend time with loved ones. A way to express 
their personality and creativity. A chance to reconnect 
with, or even support the health of, the natural world. 
Think about it: what benefits do you currently get out 
of your outdoor space? What would you like to get out 
of it that you don’t have now?

RETHINKING YOUR LAWN:  
TIPS FOR SUCCESS
•	 Stay safe! Always call 811 before you dig in your yard to 
avoid hitting utility lines like gas, water, and electric.
•	 Swap time and skills with a friend or neighbor to save 
money and keep motivation high on larger projects. This 
weekend you build raised beds at your neighbor’s house, 
next weekend you plant a new decorative native plant 
border at your house. Win-win!
•	 Consult with a natural landscaper about what might 
work well in your yard. Or use the resources in this 
pamphlet to learn what kinds of local plants will thrive in 
your yard conditions. 
•	 A natural yard doesn’t have to look messy! Use tidy 
borders and keep bushes and walkways trimmed to add a 
polished look to an otherwise natural-looking yard. 
•	 Remember to avoid pesticides if you want your plants 
to provide food and habitat for caterpillars and animals.

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO GET 
OUT OF YOUR LAWN?


