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Meadows — The New Standard for Large Suburban Parcels
(Summarized from “Meadows in Southeastern Pennsylvania” Natural Lands Trust, April 1988)
by:

Crystal Gilchrist, Executive Director
Perkiomen Watershed Conservancy

Across suburbia, the landscape is dominated by expanses of mown grass lawns. These
intensely managed lawns are often the standard by which neighborhoods and business
parks are judged to be well-tended and prosperous or downtrodden and shoddy.

But lawn grasses require a significant amount of maintenance to meet this standard —
fertilizing, mowing and weeding can be time-consuming and expensive. In addition,
lawn grasses are non-native, not well acclimated to the heat of summer and require
regular watering to stay green through July and August.

The approach of spring is the perfect time to start planning a new approach to large
lawn maintenance. Meadows are an important component of the natural landscape and
with limited maintenance, most large suburban lots can be transformed into an exciting
vista with colors and inhabitants that add interest and function to an otherwise static
landscape.

Most lawn grasses are “cool season grasses” that thrive from April to June but then die
back during the heat of summer. “Warm season grasses” are native to southeastern PA
and are naturally adapted to local soils and climate, meaning they can survive just fine
with little water and even in periods of drought. Warm season grasses can also grow in
marginal soils and develop deep roots that can penetrate the soil to depths of up to
fifteen feet. These deep fibrous roots help hold the soil in place, enrich the soil by
incorporating up to 90% of their humus (decaying plant material) directly into the soil
and do a better job of allowing stormwater to infiltrate into the soil where pollutants are
removed and local groundwater supplies are recharged.

Between July and October, warm season grasses dominate meadows creating lush
foliage of varying shades of green, gold and brown. Native wildflowers in a meadow
help create a vivid tapestry of colors and textures. Common meadow wildflowers that
excel in the summer include black-eyed Susan, sunflower, aster, and goldenrod. As
winter sets in, the warm season grasses will remain upright and provide a spectacle of
color and texture as well as cover and food for local birds and small mammals.



Warm season grasses and wildflowers complement the needs of birds by providing
overhead protection from the elements and predators, assuring quality nesting sites and
materials and allow greater movement at ground level as birds search for food. The
flowers also attract insects that support the veracious appetites of young birds in the

spring.

Meadows support bird species that have been in decline due to loss of habitat including
bobolinks, Eastern meadowlarks, certain sparrows, the upland sandpiper, bobwhite
quail and many butterflies. But the loss of native meadow plants is particularly
devastating to butterflies that require specific host plants for feeding during the adult
and caterpillar stages.

In Pennsylvania, meadows will eventually succeed or grow back into forest so once a
year mowing is necessary to remove the woody seedlings. Whereas lawns need to be
mowed at least once a week during the peak growing season, a meadow only needs
mowed once a year either in the winter when the ground is frozen or between March 1
and April 1. This once a year mowing regime minimizes the time birds lack cover and
promotes the growth of beneficial warm season grasses and wildflowers. Occasionally
other invasive plants will need to be removed.

In many minds, regular mowing equals good lawn maintenance so a large, emerging
meadow may cause some concern from neighbors. A mown turf swath around the
public edge of the meadow can help neighbors understand that the meadow is
intentional and managed. A few mown trails will also allow access to the interior of the
meadow where you can more closely observe and enjoy the ever-changing character of
this vibrant landscape.

A healthy meadow with wide walking trails will be an asset to any suburban landscape,
will provide habitat for birds and beneficial insects and will improve water quality by
reducing stormwater run-off. It will provide a seasonal vista with amazing interest and
color. It will also save money since it does not require fertilizers or weekly mowing.

As you plan for spring, think about converting a portion of your lawn to meadow and the
wonderfully exciting landscape you will be creating. And then plan what you will do with
all the time and money you’ll be saving.
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Wildflowers in the Cabot Supermetals native meadow at the corner of County Line Road
and Swamp Creek Road.
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