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About this guide 

This FAQ is a practical reference for establishing and managing a native meadow in 

southeastern Pennsylvania, from initial site preparation through the first five years. It is written 

for two audiences — municipal public works staff managing basins, parks, and rights-of-way, 

and individual landowners converting lawn or unused ground. Where the two situations differ, 

the relevant note is called out within the answer. 

A meadow is a multi-year commitment rather than a one-time planting. The first three years take 

the most effort, after which maintenance drops to roughly a single annual cut plus periodic 

invasive control. The questions below follow that timeline so you can read straight through or 

jump to the stage you are in. 

The four biggest predictors of meadow success 

1. Thorough site preparation before planting. 

2. Using a site-appropriate native seed mix. 

3. Following the year-one mowing schedule. 

4. Controlling invasive species early and consistently. 

Most meadow failures can be traced to skipping one or more of these four steps. 

Special note for stormwater basin managers 

Coordinate meadow management with your approved stormwater maintenance plan and 
local MS4 requirements, and keep clear access to outlet structures, emergency spillways, 
and inspection areas. Meadow vegetation should support, never obstruct, the basin's 
designed function. 
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Getting started 

1. What is a native meadow, and how does it differ from a lawn, an old field, or a “no-
mow” lawn? 

A native meadow is a self-sustaining plant community of regionally native, mostly perennial 

grasses and wildflowers (forbs) managed at low intensity — typically cut just once a year rather 

than mowed weekly. Unlike a lawn, which is a short monoculture of non-native turfgrass, a 

meadow is diverse, knee-to-waist high for much of the season, and provides habitat. 

It also differs from an “old field,” which is land simply left unmowed and usually dominated by 

aggressive non-native weeds and woody invaders, and from a “no-mow” lawn, which is still 

mostly turfgrass left long. A true meadow is an intentional native plant community. In SE PA’s 

Piedmont, that generally means warm-season native grasses and wildflowers rather than the 

cool-season fescues of lawns. 

2. Why convert turf or unused land to meadow? 

The benefits compound: deep native roots infiltrate stormwater and reduce erosion; flowers and 

seed heads support pollinators and birds; mowing drops from roughly weekly to once a year, 

saving fuel, labor, and emissions; and an established meadow needs no fertilizer or irrigation. 

Over a five- to ten-year horizon, a meadow typically costs far less to maintain than turf despite 

higher establishment costs. 

For municipalities, meadows on detention basins, road edges, and park margins cut mowing 

budgets and can support MS4 stormwater goals. For individual landowners, they add beauty 

and wildlife interest while reclaiming weekends from the mower. 

3. How do I know if my site is a good candidate? 

Most sites with at least a half-day of sun (six or more hours) can support a meadow, and full sun 

is best. Soil fertility matters less than people expect — meadows often do better on lean soils 

because rich ground favors aggressive weeds. Assess moisture and slope: wet basins need 

wet-meadow mixes, dry slopes need drought-tolerant upland mixes. 

The strongest predictor of success is what is already growing there. Sites dominated by 

aggressive perennial weeds (Canada thistle, mugwort, bindweed) or invasives need far more 

preparation. Avoid deep shade. Routine fertility testing is usually unnecessary for meadow 

establishment, though testing may be useful on disturbed sites, former agricultural land, or sites 

with potential contamination concerns. 

4. How small or large can a meadow be? 

There is no minimum. A backyard meadow can be a few hundred square feet, while municipal 

projects run many acres. Small meadows (under about 1,000 square feet) are easy to install 

with plugs and hand-weed, and read clearly as intentional gardens; larger areas favor seeding 

by drill or broadcast. 

The real scaling factor is maintenance capacity: bigger meadows need equipment (a brush 

mower, possibly prescribed fire) and a plan for invasive patrols. Even a small meadow delivers 



Native Meadow Management FAQ  •  Page 6 

real pollinator benefit, so start with an area you can realistically manage through the first three 

years. 

5. What will installation and five years of maintenance cost, compared with mowed 
turf? 

Costs split into installation (site prep plus seed or plants) and the labor-heavy first three years. 

Seed is the inexpensive part: regional conservation and meadow mixes run roughly $250 to 

$1,200 or more per acre depending on wildflower content, while plugs cost much more per area 

but establish faster. The larger expense is site preparation and years one through three of 

management. 

Expect higher up-front cost than turf, but sharply lower annual upkeep: turf may be mowed 20 to 

30 times a year, while an established meadow is cut once. Many municipal and larger 

landowner projects recover establishment costs through reduced mowing and maintenance over 

time, often within five to ten years, though actual timelines depend on site preparation costs, 

labor rates, equipment, and project size. 

6. How long until it actually looks like a meadow? 

Plan on roughly three years to an established meadow and about five to a mature one. Year 

one is dominated by the nurse crop and weeds and looks rough. Years two and three see native 

grasses and the first wildflowers fill in. By years four and five the perennial wildflower display 

peaks and the community becomes largely self-sustaining. 

Site preparation itself adds several months to a full year before planting. Consistent early 

management — not a single planting event — is what produces a meadow, so patience pays. 

Note that many perennial wildflowers spend their first year developing root systems and may not 

flower until their second or third growing season. 

7. Do I need permits or approvals, and how do I handle grass-height or weed 
ordinances? 

This is often the biggest non-biological hurdle, especially for landowners. Many PA 

municipalities have “weed” or grass-height ordinances (commonly a 6- to 12-inch limit) that can 

technically prohibit tall vegetation. Some now include native-planting or “managed natural 

landscape” exemptions, but many do not. Check your township or borough code and talk to the 

zoning officer before planting. 

A meadow with maintained, mowed edges is far less likely to draw complaints or citations. HOA-

bound landowners should review their covenants. Municipal staff installing meadows on public 

land should confirm their own code allows it and consider updating ordinances; PA DCNR and 

Penn State Extension can supply supporting documentation. 

Site preparation 

8. Why is site prep the most important step, and what happens if I skip it? 
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Native seedlings are slow and uncompetitive at first, so existing weeds and turf will outgrow and 

smother them if not killed beforehand. Shortcutting preparation is the number-one cause of 

meadow failure. 

Thorough vegetation kill before planting removes competition and draws down the weed seed 

bank, giving natives a window to establish. A season of good prep saves years of fighting 

weeds later. 

9. What are my options for removing existing vegetation? 

There are four main approaches, often combined. Herbicide — repeated glyphosate 

applications across a growing season — is the most reliable for tough perennial weeds. 

Smothering or solarizing with black plastic, cardboard, or silage tarps for several months to a 

year kills vegetation without chemicals. Repeated tillage every few weeks exhausts the seed 

bank but can bring up new seed and risk erosion. Sod stripping physically removes turf — fast 

but costly, and it takes topsoil with it. 

For lawns, one or two herbicide passes or a summer of smothering is usually enough. For 

weedy or invasive sites, plan multiple passes over a full season, and many practitioners 

combine methods (for example, smother first, then spot-spray escapes). 

10. How does prep differ for a former lawn versus a weedy or invasive-dominated 
site? 

A former cool-season lawn is relatively easy: the turf is shallow-rooted, and a single summer of 

smothering or a couple of herbicide applications usually clears it. 

A site dominated by aggressive perennials or invasives — Canada thistle, mugwort, Japanese 

knotweed, tree-of-heaven, bindweed, Johnson grass — is a different challenge. These resprout 

from roots and rhizomes and can take one to three full seasons of repeated treatment. On the 

worst sites, the standard advice is to seed only native grasses first, spend two to three years 

knocking back the perennial weeds, then interseed wildflowers once the site is clean. 

11. How long should site prep take before I seed? 

For a lawn conversion, a single growing season is typical — kill in spring, keep the site fallow or 

repeat through summer, then plant in late fall or the following spring. For weedy or invasive-

dominated sites, plan a full year or more. 

The classic schedule starts prep the season before planting: kill vegetation through summer, 

then dormant-seed in late fall or seed the next spring. Rushing prep to plant sooner almost 

always backfires. 

Seeding and installation 

12. Should I use seed, plugs, or a combination? 

Seed is economical and the standard for areas over a few thousand square feet, but it 

establishes slowly and looks weedy early. Plugs (started plants) cost much more per area but 



Native Meadow Management FAQ  •  Page 8 

establish fast, suppress weeds sooner, and give a more predictable, designed look — ideal for 

small or high-visibility sites. 

A common hybrid is to seed the matrix, especially the grasses, and add plugs of showy or 

slower wildflowers in key viewing areas. Municipal basin and large-acreage projects are almost 

always seeded; residential front-yard meadows often use plugs or a seed-plus-plug 

combination. 

13. When is the best time to plant in SE PA? 

Two windows work. Dormant seeding from late fall through winter (roughly mid-November into 

early spring, once soil is cold enough that seeds won’t germinate) lets seed overwinter and cold-

stratify naturally, and it tends to give strong spring germination — often the preferred window for 

native mixes. Spring seeding (roughly April into early June) also works and allows a final weed 

flush first. 

Avoid mid-summer seeding, when heat and drought stress seedlings. Plugs are best planted in 

spring or early fall so they root before stress periods. 

14. How do I choose a seed mix, and what should be in it? 

Match the mix to your site’s sun and moisture, and use regionally native, ideally local-ecotype 

seed from a reputable supplier. Ernst Conservation Seeds (Meadville, PA) is the major regional 

source and offers Pennsylvania-specific upland, pollinator, and wet-meadow mixes; the PA 

Native Plant Society maintains a list of other native sources. 

A good mix is mostly native warm-season grasses (little bluestem, Indiangrass, switchgrass) for 

structure, plus a diverse set of forbs (black-eyed Susan, common milkweed, bee balm, 

mountain mint, asters, goldenrods) for bloom across the seasons, usually with a quick annual 

nurse crop (oats or annual rye) to hold soil while perennials establish. A roughly 50:50 to 60:40 

grass-to-forb ratio is common. Avoid cheap “wildflower in a can” mixes, which are often non-

native annuals. When comparing mixes, evaluate species composition and Pure Live Seed 

(PLS) percentages rather than price alone, since low-bid mixes can contain fewer viable native 

species. 

15. How much seed do I need, and how do I sow it for good soil contact? 

Follow the supplier’s rate; native meadow mixes are typically sown at roughly 10 to 20 pounds 

of pure live seed per acre — much lighter than turf. For even coverage of fine seed, mix it with 

an inert carrier such as sand or sawdust and broadcast in two passes at right angles. 

The key to success is seed-to-soil contact. Sow onto a firm, raked seedbed, then roll or 

cultipack (or simply walk and tamp small areas) to press seed into the soil. Do not bury native 

seed under mulch or wood chips, and do not cover it deeply — most native seed needs to sit at 

or barely below the surface. 

16. Do I need mulch, erosion control, or watering after seeding? 
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On flat ground, a light layer of clean straw (not hay, which carries weed seed) or the nurse crop 

itself is enough; avoid thick mulch that blocks germination. On slopes, use an erosion-control 

blanket or hydroseeding to hold seed and soil in place. 

Watering is generally not required for dormant or spring seedings that get natural rain, but if you 

plant in spring and hit a dry spell, light watering during the first six weeks helps. Plugs do need 

watering through their first establishment period. Once established, native meadows are not 

irrigated. 

17. Can I plant a meadow in phases or convert an area gradually? 

Yes, and phasing is often smart — it spreads cost and labor and lets you learn your site. You 

can convert one section at a time, or establish grasses first and add wildflowers later (the 

recommended approach on weedy sites). Gradual conversion also gives neighbors, and for 

municipalities the public, time to adjust to the changing look. 

The main caution is to fully prepare each area before planting it, rather than letting unprepped 

sections seed weeds into finished ones. 

Year 1 

18. What will the meadow look like in year one, and why does it look weedy? 

Year one looks like a weed patch, and that is normal. The annual nurse crop and fast weeds 

dominate the visible growth while the perennial natives put their energy into roots, staying small 

and inconspicuous near the ground. Expect few or no showy wildflowers the first year. 

This is the stage where uninformed observers — and neighbors — may declare the project a 

failure, so managing expectations up front is essential. Trust the process and stick to the 

mowing regime. 

19. What is the year-one mowing regime, and why is mowing the main tool instead of 
weeding? 

Mowing, not weeding, is the primary year-one tool. Annual weeds grow tall fast while native 

seedlings stay low, so mowing high cuts the weeds before they set seed without harming the 

natives beneath. 

The standard regime: whenever the stand reaches about 12 to 24 inches, mow it back to 

roughly 6 to 8 inches, repeating through the season (often three or four times). Use a string 

trimmer, scythe, or a mower with the deck raised. Stop mowing by early fall to let natives 

overwinter. This repeated high mowing is the single most important thing you do in year one. 

20. How do I tell desirable native seedlings from weeds? 

This is genuinely hard the first year, which is exactly why high mowing — which requires no 

plant ID — is the main tool rather than selective weeding. Over time, learn to recognize a few of 

your sown species’ seedlings and the worst weeds. 
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For targeted hand-pulling, focus only on plants you can confidently identify as aggressive 

invaders. A plant-ID app, your seed supplier’s seedling photos, and Penn State Extension 

resources all help. When in doubt, mow rather than pull. 

21. Which weeds and invasives are the biggest early threats in SE PA, and how do I 
manage them? 

The chief early threats are Canada thistle, mugwort, Japanese stiltgrass, bindweed, Johnson 

grass, crabgrass and other annual grasses, and resprouting woody invaders such as multiflora 

rose, autumn olive, and tree-of-heaven (which is also a host for spotted lanternfly). 

Annual weeds are handled by the year-one mowing regime. Aggressive perennials like thistle 

and mugwort are best spot-treated with an appropriate herbicide and were ideally knocked back 

during site prep. Stiltgrass may be managed with appropriately selected pre-emergent 

herbicides where compatible with meadow goals, or by pulling before seed set. Persistent 

perennial invasives are the reason difficult sites are grassed first and interseeded with 

wildflowers later. 

22. Should I fertilize or water in year one? 

Fertilizer is generally not recommended for native meadows, because added nutrients typically 

favor weeds over natives, which are adapted to lean soils. 

Watering is generally unnecessary for seeded meadows relying on natural rainfall, though 

spring seedings may benefit from light watering during a dry establishment spell. Plugs are the 

exception and should be watered until established. Otherwise, let the meadow toughen to your 

site’s natural moisture. 

Years 2–3 

23. How does management change in the second and third years? 

The intensive mowing of year one gives way to a lighter touch. Native perennials now dominate 

the visible growth, the first real wildflowers appear in year two and increase in year three, and 

your job shifts from frequent mowing to a single annual cut plus targeted invasive control. 

This is when the meadow starts to look like a meadow and the time and cost investment drops 

noticeably. 

24. How often and when should I mow now? 

From year two on, the standard is one cut per year, done in late winter or very early spring 

(roughly February to March), before new growth and after the stalks have provided winter cover 

for wildlife and seasonal interest. Mow to about 6 to 8 inches and, ideally, remove or scatter the 

clippings so thatch doesn’t smother new growth. 

Some managers mow in late fall instead, but late-winter mowing is generally preferred for 

habitat. Avoid summer mowing, which destroys blooms and nesting. 

25. Should I overseed or add plugs to fill gaps or boost diversity? 
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Years two and three are a good time to assess diversity and fill gaps. If certain wildflowers didn’t 

take or bare patches remain, interseed additional forb seed (a dormant late-fall overseeding 

works well) or plug in container plants for faster results. 

On sites that were grassed first to fight perennial weeds, this is the stage to interseed the 

wildflowers once weeds are under control. Lightly scratching the soil surface before overseeding 

improves seed-to-soil contact. 

26. How do I spot-treat invasives without harming establishing natives? 

By now you can distinguish natives from invaders, so shift to targeted control: spot-spray or 

wipe herbicide on perennial invasives (thistle, mugwort, Johnson grass), hand-pull or cut woody 

seedlings, and pull stiltgrass before it seeds. 

A backpack sprayer or a wick/wipe applicator protects surrounding natives. Catching invasions 

while small is far easier than reclaiming an overrun meadow, so plan a few walk-throughs each 

season. 

Years 4–5 and long term 

27. What does a successful, established meadow look like by year five? 

A successful year-five meadow is a diverse, largely self-sustaining stand: native warm-season 

grasses providing structure, a succession of wildflowers blooming from spring through fall, 

abundant pollinators and birds, and only scattered, manageable weeds. It needs just one annual 

cut plus periodic invasive patrols. 

It won’t be weed-free or manicured — a meadow is meant to look wild — but it should be visibly 

dominated by the species you planted and require a fraction of turf’s upkeep. 

28. What is the long-term maintenance regime once established? 

Maintenance becomes minimal: one cut or burn per year (late winter or early spring), plus a few 

invasive-control walk-throughs each season. Mowing every year is simplest; some managers 

mow only every two to three years or burn on a rotation to set back woody growth and recycle 

nutrients. 

The goal is periodic disturbance that favors herbaceous natives over shrubs and trees. 

Occasional overseeding can refresh diversity. That is essentially the whole job from year four 

onward. 

29. Is prescribed burning an option, and who can legally conduct it? 

Prescribed fire is an excellent long-term meadow tool — it removes thatch, returns nutrients, 

and sets back woody and cool-season invaders — but in Pennsylvania it is tightly regulated 

under the Prescribed Burning Practices Act of 2009. Burns must follow a written burn plan led 

by or under a PA Certified Prescribed Burn Manager, with DCNR and DEP notified well in 

advance, and must meet the state’s prescribed-fire standards to qualify for liability protection. 
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In practice, municipalities and large landowners hire qualified burn contractors or partner with 

agencies; most residential landowners use annual mowing instead. In southeastern 

Pennsylvania, annual or periodic mowing remains the most common management approach for 

both municipalities and private landowners. Always check local fire and air-quality regulations as 

well. 

30. How do I keep woody plants and invasives from taking over long term? 

Without periodic disturbance, a meadow will succeed toward shrubland and forest as tree and 

shrub seedlings — including invasives like autumn olive, multiflora rose, and tree-of-heaven — 

move in. The annual mow or burn is what keeps it as meadow by killing or setting back woody 

seedlings. 

Supplement that with targeted cutting and herbicide treatment of any woody or perennial 

invaders that establish. Consistent yearly disturbance plus spot control is the entire long-term 

strategy. 

31. How do I tell if the meadow is failing, and how do I repair or reset it? 

Warning signs include invasives or a single weed reclaiming large areas, woody plants taking 

over, bare or eroding patches, and loss of wildflower diversity. Minor problems are fixed with 

spot treatment and overseeding. 

If a meadow is badly overrun — say, more than half invasives — it may be more effective to 

reset: kill the failed stand with herbicide or smothering, redo site prep, and replant, applying the 

lessons (usually more thorough prep) from the first attempt. Catching decline early almost 

always avoids a full reset. 

Wildlife, safety, and public concerns 

32. How do deer affect meadow establishment? 

Deer browse some meadow species heavily while largely avoiding others. Natives such as 

milkweeds, mountain mints, goldenrods, asters, and most native grasses generally tolerate or 

resist browsing, while more palatable wildflowers may need protection during establishment. In 

areas with high deer populations, expect browsing to shape which species persist and dominate 

over time. 

For small or residential plantings, temporary fencing or repellents can protect vulnerable plugs 

through their first year or two. At larger and municipal scales, the practical approach is to lean 

on browse-tolerant species in the mix rather than to fence, and to accept that the meadow's 

composition will reflect local deer pressure. 

33. Do meadows increase tick populations? 

Ticks can occur in meadows, lawns, forests, and shrublands alike. Research generally finds that 

unmanaged brushy edges and dense invasive shrub thickets present greater tick concerns than 

properly managed meadows, partly because they shelter the small mammals that carry ticks. A 

well-managed meadow is not a uniquely high-risk environment. 
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To limit human exposure, maintain mowed paths and edges, keep invasive shrub growth in 

check, and avoid dense brushy transitions next to where people gather. For municipal sites, 

mowed access strips plus clear signage about staying on paths address most public concern. 

Equipment, labor, and neighbors 

34. What equipment and labor are required, and what’s worth hiring out? 

For homeowner-scale meadows, basic tools suffice: a string trimmer or mower with a raised 

deck for year-one cuts, a backpack or hand sprayer for spot treatment, a rake and roller for 

seeding, and hand tools for weeding. Larger and municipal sites need a tractor-mounted brush 

or flail mower or a sickle-bar mower, possibly a no-till drill for seeding, and access to prescribed-

fire contractors. 

Worth hiring out: initial site prep on big or invasive-heavy sites, professional seeding or 

hydroseeding on slopes, and prescribed burns (which legally require certified personnel). 

Municipal crews can usually handle annual mowing and spot-spraying in-house, and 

landowners can do everything but burns themselves at small scale. 

35. How do I keep neighbors and residents on board? 

Perception management is as important as horticulture, because meadows look “messy” to 

eyes trained on lawns. Use “cues to care” to signal intentionality: keep a crisply mowed border 

or edge strip around the meadow, add a tidy path through or around it, post a small sign 

explaining that it’s a native meadow, pollinator habitat, or stormwater project, and keep it free of 

obvious trash and rampant invasives. A mowed border of roughly 3 to 10 feet along edges 

facing roads, sidewalks, neighboring properties, or trail corridors is one of the strongest 

predictors of public acceptance. 

For municipalities, announce projects in advance, explain the stormwater and cost-saving 

rationale, and place early plantings where they will succeed visibly. These social signals 

dramatically reduce complaints and build support while the meadow matures. 
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Appendix: Quick reference management calendar 

A condensed seasonal summary for crews and landowners to print and keep on hand. Timing is 

approximate for southeastern Pennsylvania and should be adjusted to conditions in a given 

year. 

Season Key tasks 

Winter 
Planning and design; dormant seeding; annual mowing of established meadows 
(late winter, before new growth). 

Spring 
Finish site preparation; spring seeding and plug planting; begin invasive 
monitoring. 

Summer Year-one high mowing; spot-control of invasives; water new plugs as needed. 

Fall Overseeding and gap-filling; site assessment; prepare for dormant seeding. 

Resources and sources 

The guidance above draws on the following Pennsylvania and mid-Atlantic resources, which are 

good places to go deeper or find local help: 

• Penn State Extension — Meadows and Prairies: Wildlife-Friendly Alternatives to Lawn 
— https://extension.psu.edu/meadows-and-prairies-wildlife-friendly-alternatives-to-lawn 

• Penn State Extension — Prescribed Fire: Does It Have a Place on My Land? — 
https://extension.psu.edu/prescribed-fire-does-it-have-a-place-on-my-land 

• Ernst Conservation Seeds — Guide to Planning and Preparing Upland Native Meadows 
(regional seed source, Meadville, PA) — https://www.ernstseed.com/comprehensive-
guide-planning-preparing-upland-native-meadows/ 

• PA DCNR — Request Help Converting Your Lawn to a Meadow — 
https://www.pa.gov/services/dcnr/request-help-converting-your-lawn-to-a-meadow 

• WeConservePA — Grassland and Meadow Management (Stewardship Handbook) — 
https://library.weconservepa.org/stewardship-handbook/221-grassland-and-meadow-
management 

• PA Prescribed Fire Council — Certified Prescribed Burn Manager program — 
https://paprescribedfire.org/cpbm/ 

• Pennsylvania Prescribed Burning Practices Act (Act 17 of 2009) — 
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/HTM/2009/0/0017..HTM 

• PA Native Plant Society — Native Plant Sources — 
https://www.panativeplantsociety.org/native-plant-sources.html 

• Plant Invaders of Mid-Atlantic Natural Areas (invasive ID guide) — 
https://maipc.org/PlantInvadersMidAtlanticNaturalAreas5thEdition.pdf 

https://extension.psu.edu/meadows-and-prairies-wildlife-friendly-alternatives-to-lawn
https://extension.psu.edu/prescribed-fire-does-it-have-a-place-on-my-land
https://www.ernstseed.com/comprehensive-guide-planning-preparing-upland-native-meadows/
https://www.ernstseed.com/comprehensive-guide-planning-preparing-upland-native-meadows/
https://www.pa.gov/services/dcnr/request-help-converting-your-lawn-to-a-meadow
https://library.weconservepa.org/stewardship-handbook/221-grassland-and-meadow-management
https://library.weconservepa.org/stewardship-handbook/221-grassland-and-meadow-management
https://paprescribedfire.org/cpbm/
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/LI/LI/US/HTM/2009/0/0017..HTM
https://www.panativeplantsociety.org/native-plant-sources.html
https://maipc.org/PlantInvadersMidAtlanticNaturalAreas5thEdition.pdf

