Native Meadow Maintenance Plan
Year 1 Through Year 5 — A Year-by-Year Roadmap

Southeastern Pennsylvania ¢ Planning-level guidance for the years after installation

This plan picks up where the companion Native Meadow Establishment Plan leaves off — at the moment of
installation — and carries the project through its first five years. It is written at a planning level: it describes
what each year requires, the decisions involved, and the milestones that mark progress, rather than detailed
field technique.

The defining reality of meadow maintenance is that effort is front-loaded. Year one is intensive, years two
and three taper, and by years four and five the meadow settles into a low-intensity routine of roughly one cut
a year plus monitoring. The work never stops entirely, but it drops sharply once the planting is established.

What keeps a meadow a meadow

Three habits carry a meadow through establishment and beyond: the year-one high-mowing
regime, early and consistent invasive-species control, and a recurring annual cut (or periodic
burn) that prevents the site from reverting to shrubland. Skipping any one is the most common
cause of decline.

The plan moves year by year:
*  Year 1 — Establishment
* Year 2 — Transition
* Year 3 —Filling in
* Year 4 — Maturing
* Year 5 — Established
+ Beyond Year 5 — Ongoing stewardship

Year 1 — Establishment

Objective: Protect slow-growing native seedlings and suppress weeds while root systems develop.

Focus: mowing — not weeding — is the primary tool, because cutting high removes fast weeds without
harming the low native seedlings beneath. Expect a weedy appearance; this is normal and not a sign of
failure.

» Mow high whenever the stand reaches about 12—24 inches, cutting back to roughly 6-8 inches;
repeat through the season (often three or four times).
» Stop mowing by early fall to let natives overwinter.

» Spot-control aggressive perennial invasives (e.g., Canada thistle, mugwort) and pull Japanese
stiltgrass before it sets seed.

* Do not fertilize; water only newly installed plugs through their establishment period.
+ Walk the site periodically, noting problem areas and which species are establishing.
* Manage expectations — remind stakeholders and neighbors that a weedy first-year look is expected.

Year-end milestone: native seedlings established with strong root development, annual weeds
suppressed, and the nurse crop fading.

Year 2 — Transition

Objective: Shift from frequent mowing to lighter management as perennials take hold.

Focus: the first real wildflowers appear, a single annual cut replaces repeated mowing, and targeted
invasive control becomes possible now that natives are distinguishable from weeds.



* Mow once in late winter or early spring (about February—March), to roughly 6-8 inches before new
growth begins; remove or scatter clippings so thatch does not smother new growth.

» Begin targeted spot-treatment of perennial invasives and cut or pull woody seedlings.
» Assess diversity and bare patches; plan overseeding or plugs where needed.
+ Continue periodic monitoring walk-throughs through the growing season.

Year-end milestone: native grasses dominant, first wildflowers blooming, and invasives contained.

Year 3 — Filling in

Objective: Build diversity and consolidate the stand.

Focus: the wildflower display increases; the annual cut plus spot control continues, and this is the prime
window to add diversity — especially on sites that were established with grasses first.
* Conduct the single annual late-winter/early-spring mow.
* Overseed forbs (a dormant late-fall sowing works well) or add plugs to fill gaps and boost diversity.
» On grassed-first sites, interseed wildflowers now that perennial weeds are under control.
» Continue spot-treatment of invasives and removal of woody seedlings.
* Reassess against the project’s goals and document progress.

Year-end milestone: a diverse, increasingly self-sustaining stand, with maintenance effort noticeably lower
than year one.

Year 4 — Maturing

Objective: Settle into the long-term, low-intensity regime.

Focus: management is now minimal — one cut a year plus invasive patrols. Where appropriate and legally
permitted, a prescribed burn may substitute for mowing on suitable sites.

» Perform the annual cut, or consider a prescribed burn where it is appropriate and conducted under
Pennsylvania’s certified-burn requirements.
» Conduct a few invasive-control walk-throughs each season and treat problems early.
» Spot-overseed only if diversity is thinning.
* Monitor for woody encroachment at edges and within the stand.
Year-end milestone: the meadow performing as designed, with upkeep a fraction of mowed turf.

Year 5 — Established

Objective: Confirm establishment and lock in the ongoing regime.

Focus: a full wildflower display across the seasons; verify the project’s success criteria and decide the long-
term disturbance approach (annual mow, or a periodic burn rotation).

» Continue the annual cut or burn rotation; vary timing or frequency if managing for specific habitat
goals.

+ Evaluate outcomes against the original goals (cost savings, stormwater performance, habitat) and
record results.

+ Address any persistent invasive or woody problem areas decisively before they spread.
+ Set the long-term maintenance calendar and budget.

Year-end milestone: a diverse, self-sustaining meadow requiring only annual disturbance plus monitoring.

Beyond Year 5 — Ongoing stewardship




Once established, a meadow needs only periodic disturbance and watchful monitoring. The recurring work is
a single annual cut (or a burn on a rotation), a few invasive-control walk-throughs each season, and
occasional overseeding to refresh diversity. The annual disturbance is essential: without it, the site gradually
succeeds toward shrubland and forest as woody plants move in. Consistent yearly disturbance plus early
spot control is the entire long-term strategy.

Recurring annual cycle (once established)

In a typical southeastern Pennsylvania year, the rhythm is: one cut or burn in late winter or early spring
before new growth; invasive monitoring and spot control through spring and summer; and optional dormant
overseeding in late fall. Avoid summer mowing, which destroys blooms and wildlife nesting.

Watching for trouble

Signs a meadow is slipping include invasives or a single weed reclaiming large areas, woody
plants taking over, bare or eroding patches, and loss of wildflower diversity.

Minor problems respond to spot treatment and overseeding. If a stand becomes badly overrun
(roughly more than half invasives), a reset — killing the failed stand, redoing site preparation,

and replanting — is often more effective than piecemeal repair. Catching decline early almost

always avoids a full reset.

Together with the Native Meadow Establishment Plan, this document covers the full life of a meadow project
from site selection through a self-sustaining fifth year and beyond.



