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Habitat Gardens
Growing Native Plants to Support Wildlife

More and more people are cultivating native 
plants and turning their backyards into indige-
nous habitat. Native plants not only are 
often easier to care for (because 
they’ve evolved to survive lo-
cal conditions), but also help 
increase biodiversity by feed-
ing and sheltering wildlife.

To begin, assess your site: Is your 
site mostly sunny (prairie), partly sunny (sa-
vannah), or shady (woodland)? Does it have 
poor drainage or a landscaped pond (wetland)? 
Plant a diverse family of species that prefer these 
conditions. Healthy natural areas characteristically 
have numerous vegetative layers, from tree canopies and saplings to wildflowers 
and grasses, with vines mingling in between.

Planning Your garden 
Kitchen Garden: There are tons of native plants we can eat. These are some 

Brooklyn favorites:
• Blueberry (vaccinium) - Blueberries not only are delicious to people, but also 

support 288 species of moths and butterflies. Plant high- and low-bush varieties to 
lengthen the harvest. Grow in full sun.

• Juneberry (amelanchier)  - Birds love the red/purple berries and may eat them 
if you let them.

• Grapes (vitis) - Native grapes include Himrod, Vanessa, and Concord. It may 
take several growing seasons before they fruit. 

• Elderberry (sambucus) - Grows in moist, semi-shaded locations. Flowers are 
often steeped for tea. Berries grow in large bunches and ripen in late summer. Raw 
berries may be bitter, so they’re often made into syrup and saved for flu season--or 
left for the birds.

• Bee balm/wild bergamot (monarda) - A hardy, sun-loving herb with gorgeous, 
tasty flowers. Blossoms open through July and into August. Bee balm will reseed 
itself annually. Steep the leaves for tea, and toss flowers with spicy salad greens.

Butterfly Garden: A successful butterfly garden has native trees and plants for 
larvae to feed on, and flowers that bloom continuously through multiple seasons 
with nectar to feed adults. Grow nectar sources in full sun, and provide butterflies 
with flat, sunny stones to rest on.

Butterflies gather moisture and minerals from puddles and wet soil. To engineer 
a puddle, dig a pie plate into the ground, fill with coarse sand to match ground 
level, and add water until it puddles. Add a pinch of salt.

Popular plants among Brooklyn butterflies include:
• Milkweed (asclepias) - Favorite food of monarch butterfly larvae.
• Baptisia - Tall flower spikes make for dramatic spring blooms.



• Coreopsis - A daisy-like flower with blossoms 
that are yellow, pink, orange, and red.

• Hibiscus - Lovely foliage with scarlet flowers 
later in the season.

• Nodding wild onion (Allium cernuum) - Delicate 
purple blossoms; grows well in a wide range of soils.

• Wisteria (frutescens & macrostachya) - A beast of 
a climber with aromatic purple blossoms.

• Aster - There is an aster for even the shadiest, 
sunniest, wettest, or driest of butterfly gardens.

Dragonfly Pond: Prospect Park is host to a daz-
zling dragonfly show every summer. Proximity to an 
established population of dragonflies like this will 
improve your chances of getting them to live at your 
garden pond. Your pond should be protected from 
wind and get plenty of midday sun. Water plants 
like cattails and native lotus offer shelter to nymphs, 
and provide a route to the surface when they be-
come adults. Dragonflies like tall grasses and shrubs 
around a pond’s edge for perching, and like to sun on 
flat rocks.

Bird Garden: Most birds in our yards get their 
protein from eating insects and their larvae. If you 
feed the bugs, then you feed the birds, and growing 
native trees and plants is a great way to do this. Dead 
trees, or snags, are also beneficial habitat for forag-
ing, perching, hunting, and nesting. Small birds of-
ten enjoy a shrub or brush pile from which to launch 
insect-eating sorties. Native berries and nuts attract 
birds. A year-round water source is always recom-
mended for bird habitat.

Worm Garden: Worms like those used in com-
posting enjoy a bed of moist leaf litter (decomposing 
leaves on the ground) to romp in. To attract worms, 
leave part of your garden “wild” to slowly decom-
pose several inches of leaf litter. In more actively 
cultivated plots, mulch around plants with lots of 
leafy compost.

ContraindiCations
No Wild Removal When collecting seeds from 

the wild, limit yourself to 10% or less of the avail-
able seed from a particular site. Never remove live 
plants from the wild. Buy native plants from repu-
table local nurseries (see list below).

No Insecticides Even organic insecticides like 
Bacillus thuringiensis (B.t.) can kill moth, butterfly, 
and other larvae, reducing food for birds and bats. 
That said, New Yorkers are obliged to comply with 
the city’s efforts to control Asian longhorn beetles 

with annual injections of Imidacloprid into certain 
trees.

No Invasive Species When a plant or tree has 
both native and exotic varieties (dogwood or maple, 
for example), always choose the natives. Remove 
invasive nonnative species like Norway maple, por-
celainberry, Chinese privet, garden valerian, English 
ivy, and ailanthus altissima. If you plant exotic spe-
cies, use hybrids that cannot reseed themselves.

Where to BuY Plants
Buy locally from reputable nurseries. This ensures 

that your plants are robust in local conditions, and 
have not been removed unethically from wild habi-
tat. 

• The best place for native plants in Brooklyn is 
Gowanus Nursery, in Red Hook. (718) 852-3116. 
www.gowanusnursery.com

• The Brooklyn Botanic Garden store often has na-
tive selections. (718) 623-7200.

• For wholesale orders, try Greenbelt Native Plant 
Center, Staten Island. (718) 370–9044. 
E-mail: gnpcinfo@parks.nyc.gov

going Further
Networking: Talk with other local gardeners to 

share observations, seeds, and transplants of native 
species.

Certification: The National Wildlife Federation 
offers native habitat certifications for individual gar-
dens and entire communities. 
www.nwf.org/Get-Outside.aspx

Education: The Brooklyn Botanic Garden offers 
courses and publications, and the New York Botani-
cal Garden can provide mentorship on wild plants. 
Visit www.bbg.org and www.nybg.org.

Hire a Professional: Browse the Park Slope 
Food Coop stairwell for people advertising native 
garden services. We recommend Sara Stopek (718) 
398-2189. 

Questions about gardening?
Contact us at 

brooklynbackyard@gmail.com
And join our online community on Facebook! 


