
Native Meadow Establishment Plan 

Site Selection Through Installation — A Phased Roadmap 

Southeastern Pennsylvania  •  Planning-level guidance for project scoping and approval 

This plan outlines the end-to-end process for establishing a native meadow, from selecting a site through 

installing the planting. It is written at a planning level for those scoping and approving a project; field 

procedures are summarized rather than detailed. Ongoing management is covered separately in the 

companion Year 1–5 Maintenance Plan. 

The central principle for decision-makers is that a meadow’s success is largely determined before any seed 

is sown. Site selection and site preparation — not the planting day itself — are where projects succeed or 

fail, and they are where time and budget should be concentrated. Expect the selection-through-installation 

arc to span roughly one growing season to a full year, because preparation normally begins the season 

before planting. 

Where projects succeed or fail 

Most meadow failures trace back to weak site selection or rushed site preparation — not to the 
planting itself. Concentrate planning attention, schedule, and budget on Phases 1 and 3. 

The process moves through four phases: 

• Phase 1 — Site Selection & Feasibility 

• Phase 2 — Planning & Design 

• Phase 3 — Site Preparation 

• Phase 4 — Installation 

Phase 1 — Site Selection & Feasibility 

Objective: Identify and screen candidate sites, and choose one or two to advance. 

Key factors to weigh: sunlight (six or more hours is ideal), size and shape, soil moisture and drainage (wet 

basin vs. upland), slope, the existing vegetation (simple lawn vs. weedy or invasive ground), public visibility, 

access for equipment, intended function (e.g., stormwater basin, park edge, unused parcel), and any 

ordinance, HOA, or permit constraints. 

• Inventory candidate parcels, including what each currently costs to mow and maintain. 

• Assess each site for sun, moisture, slope, and existing vegetation. 

• Identify ordinance, stormwater-permit, or access constraints that could affect feasibility. 

• Confirm the project’s goals for the site (cost reduction, stormwater, habitat, demonstration value). 

• Select one or two starter sites — favor visible, manageable, low-conflict areas to build experience and 

support. 

Decision point:  Approve the site(s) to advance, or return to screening. 

Phase 2 — Planning & Design 

Objective: Define scope, approach, budget, and schedule before committing resources. 

Key decisions: installation method (seed, plugs, or a combination); a site-appropriate native seed mix using 

regional ecotypes; the planting window (dormant fall/winter or spring); the site-preparation method; in-house 

crews vs. contracted work; and the public-communication, signage, and mowed-edge approach. 

• Set clear goals and success criteria for the project. 



• Choose the installation method and source a site-appropriate native mix from a reputable regional 

supplier. 

• Select a site-preparation method matched to the existing vegetation (see Phase 3). 

• Develop a budget covering preparation, materials, installation, and the first three years of 

management. 

• Secure funding and any necessary approvals; decide what to perform in-house vs. contract out. 

• Plan public communication, signage, and edge treatments; set the target planting date and back-plan 

preparation from it. 

Decision point:  Approve scope, budget, and schedule. 

Phase 3 — Site Preparation 

Objective: Eliminate existing vegetation and draw down the weed seed bank before planting — the make-

or-break phase. 

Key decisions: the control method (repeated herbicide, smothering/solarizing, tillage, or sod removal) 

matched to the site, and the duration. A former lawn can often be prepared in a single season; weedy or 

invasive-dominated sites need a full year or more, and the most difficult sites are best seeded with grasses 

first and interseeded with wildflowers later. 

• Confirm the preparation method and timeline, beginning the season before planting. 

• Kill or remove existing vegetation, repeating treatments through the season as needed. 

• Address aggressive perennial invasives (e.g., Canada thistle, mugwort) early, with multiple passes if 

required. 

• Prepare a firm, debris-free seedbed; plan erosion control for slopes. 

• Verify the site is genuinely clean before proceeding — do not rush to plant. 

Decision point:  Confirm the site is prepared and ready to plant. 

Phase 4 — Installation 

Objective: Establish the planting at the right time with strong seed-to-soil contact. 

Key decisions: final timing based on weather and soil; sowing method (broadcast, drill, hydroseed, or 

plugs); use of an annual nurse crop; erosion control; and watering for any plugs. 

• Plant within the chosen window (dormant or spring); avoid mid-summer planting. 

• Sow at the recommended rate using a carrier, and ensure seed-to-soil contact by rolling or 

cultipacking. 

• Apply a nurse crop and erosion control where needed; do not bury native seed under mulch. 

• Install plugs and water them through establishment, if plugs are used. 

• Install signage and mow initial edges to signal that the planting is intentional. 

• Record what was planted, where, and when — this baseline feeds the maintenance plan. 

Decision point:  Confirm installation complete; transition to the maintenance phase. 

Indicative timeline 

Most southeastern Pennsylvania projects follow a roughly 9-to-18-month arc: scope and plan over late 

winter and spring (Phases 1–2); prepare the site through the following summer and fall (Phase 3); and install 

by dormant seeding in late fall or winter, or by seeding the next spring (Phase 4). Heavily invaded sites may 

require an additional season of preparation before installation. 

Handoff to maintenance 



Installation is the beginning, not the end. Once planting is complete and documented, the project transitions 

to the companion Year 1–5 Maintenance Plan, which governs the mowing, monitoring, and invasive-species 

control that ultimately determine whether the meadow succeeds. 


