
Gardens are an increasingly important habitat for wildlife as other refuges are lost to farming and 
development. Due to the overuse of pesticides and habitat loss 41% of insects are now facing 
extinction. This rate of extinction is about 1,000 times greater than it would be without human 
activity. Furthermore, about 98% of UK wildflower rich grasslands have been lost since the 
Second World War.

The Garden Tiger Moth is a good example of this impact, as it has declined by 92% in some 
parts of the UK in the past 40 years. It breeds on docks and nettles, however as many people 
now constantly tidy, mow and spray their gardens, this removes lots of native and vital plants. 
Consequently, the garden tiger moth, along with so many others, are no longer thriving. 

With the decline of insects comes a decline in other species. Blue tit chicks need to feed on an 
average of 100 caterpillars every day and most clutches contain 8-12 young. Most nests in urban 
areas fail as the adults fail to find the average 1,000 caterpillars a day needed to feed their young. 
Hedgehogs, beetles, frogs, toads, newts and field mice all eat caterpillars too, thus many depend 
on our gardens to supply a suitable habitat for these insects.

Furthermore, without insects, many plants cannot be pollinated and thus face extinction 
themselves. In turn, many other species of bird, amphibian, reptile and mammal, including 
ourselves, will face enormous challenges and potentially extinction also. Similarly, insects are also 
vital for breaking down wastes, including dead plants and animals.
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Your garden, whether large 
or small is an invaluable 
space and can provide a 
home for wildlife, or a link 
between larger green spaces 
as part of a wildlife corridor. 

You can help insects to 
thrive and provide birds, 
mammals and amphibians 
with food and shelter by 
choosing specific wildlife 
friendly plants or by leaving 
a space to grow wild so that 
insects can thrive.



What to Plant

When planting for wildlife it is important 
to first pay attention to what grows 
already and what is used by the wildlife 
in your area. Then consider the needs of 
the wildlife you wish to support. For most 
this includes food sources, water and 
shelter. This might include somewhere 
to live, to hide from the weather, to breed 
and nest and somewhere to hibernate. 
Avoid using pesticides if you are planting 
for wildlife. Trust in nature to provide the 
cure for any ‘pest’ infestation, as once 
the pest has built up a little the predators 
will inevitably arrive. It’s also worth trying 
to sow your own plants from seed or 
trying to buy organic whenever possible, 
particularly if you’re attempting to be 
bee-friendly.

Shelter

Allowing long grass to grow is really 
important. If you can leave areas of 
long grass to grow, as well as nettles 
if you have the space, then this will be 
really beneficial for amphibians, crickets, 
butterflies, moths and other insects. 
Areas of short grass are also valuable 
(particularly for ground nesting solitary 
bees), as well as areas which are 
mowed after wildflowers have seeded. 
Try not to tidy your borders too much 
and leave leaf piles and standing hollow 
stems of dead flower stalks for ladybirds 
and other insects to overwinter.
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Food & Plants for Pollinators

Most wildlife depends on insects for survival, so providing 
food sources for insects supports the whole food web.

Bees

Bees need nectar, pollen rich flowers and it is particularly 
important to provide early and late season flowers. Ones 
which are particularly valuable include alliums, buddleia, 
bergamot (Monarda), comfrey, dahlias (‘Bishop of Llandaff’), 
lavender (Lavendula x intermedia, ‘Gros bleu’), phacelia, 
poppies, sunflowers, thyme and viper’s bugloss (which 
quickly refills with nectar, making it highly useful). 

Dandelions are a fabulous bee plant, particularly in early 
spring. Comfrey has pretty bell shaped flowers and is 
especially ideal for long tongued bees, such as the Hairy 
Footed Flower Bees, Common Carder or Garden Bumble 
Bee. It is fabulous to use in your garden as a fertiliser or to 
add to your compost. Phacelia is a wonderful green manure, 
meaning it provides nutrients for your garden when it is 
dug into the soil. It also has beautiful purple coiled flowers, 
fabulous for bees and hoverflies.

Butterflies

In the case of butterflies, food sources are needed which 
provide nectar for the adults and usually a specific leaf food 
for the caterpillars. The Holly Blue, for example, is the most 
common blue garden butterfly and has two broods each year. 
The first feeds on unopened buds of holly or cotoneaster, the 
second brood feeds on unopened buds of ivy. Nettles are an 
excellent food source for the Small Tortoiseshell. The website 
www.ukbutterflies.co.uk provides identification charts and 
shows what each butterfly feeds on in the wild, which can be 
valuable when planting for butterflies. Another useful list can 
be found at www.gardenorganic.org.uk/flowers-wildlife.
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Wildflower Meadows

A local native wild flower seed can be an invaluable if you have the space to plant up a wildflower 
meadow. These could contain vetches, ox eye daisies, marjorams and trefoil, which will provide 
invaluable food sources for many species. 

Try to source wildflower seeds that are packed with native flower species, or species that are 
native to your part of the country, to ensure that they’re of value to the insects and wildlife in your 
area. A native plant is one that has been growing in this area since the last Ice Age, or for at least 
10,000 years. Here www.growwilduk.com/where-get-uk-native-wildflower-seeds-plants is an 
excellent resource for finding good quality native wildflower seeds, whilst the rest of the website 
provides details on how to sow wildflower seeds and on how to maintain your wildflower meadow. 

Planting up a wildflower meadow is not an easy task. However, whilst they can take a lot of work 
and many years to establish, the beauty and benefits of this habitat are second to none. If you 
have good quality fertile land then wildflower seeds will thrive, although an alternative is to simply 
allow an area of your garden to grow wild. Flowers and wildlife will come. You can either ensure an 
edge or two are well mowed, mow in paths, or put up a wildflower meadow sign if you are worried 
about it looking untidy. Importantly, the aim is to make sure your wild area links to the edge of your 
garden, so that wildlife has a continuous, safe corridor. If no flowers grow, then you can always 
add a few, either nursery-bought or sown from seed and then planted out. Try ox-eye daisies, field 
scabious and knapweed.
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Other Plants to Try

Hawthorn

If you have the space, planting mixed native hedge or 
hawthorn is really beneficial. It’s a wonderful plant for wildlife 
and its a small tree, so most gardens have room for one. It 
has beautiful white flowers in spring and bright red berries in 
autumn, although as the name suggests it has thorns too, so 
bear that in mind when you plant it! Hawthorn provides food 
for around 150 species, including bees and flies, which in 
turn attract animals such as blue tits and spiders which feed 
on them. Birds can also shelter and nest here and later in the 
year will feed on the berries, whilst hedgehogs, wood mice 
and amphibians also shelter and feed in the leaf litter.

Climbers

Native climbers, especially honeysuckle, ivy or hops 
are excellent for wildlife too. Honeysuckle, (Lonicera 
periclymenum) smells and looks beautiful, providing nesting 
for birds, nectar for pollinators and flowers for both bees 
and birds. Hops provide a dense habitat, which is a valuable 
place of shelter for insects and nesting birds. Its leaves are 
food for caterpillars, whilst its flowers are nectar rich for 
pollinators. Ivy provides evergreen cover, supporting at least 
50 species of wildlife. It doesn’t damage trees or walls that 
are in a good condition and is excellent shelter for nesting 
birds, hibernating insects, bats and mammals. It provides 
nectar for pollinators, berries for birds, leaves for caterpillars 
and its flowers are attractive to rare insects, including the 
golden hoverfly.

Apple Trees

Dwarf or crab apple trees are great for small gardens and 
their blossom provides early food for bees, whilst their fruit 
often feeds birds well into the winter months.

Horatio’s Garden is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation. Registered Number 1151475/SC045386.
Registered Address 2 Throope Down Office, Blandford Road, Coombe Bissett, Salisbury, SP5 4LN

WILDLIFE-FRIENDLY GARDENING
WITH HEAD GARDENER IMOGEN JACKSON



Other Top Tips

• Remember to consider how and when you 
prune your hedges or trees and mow your 
lawns.Try to disturb the insects and wildlife in 
these habitats as little as possible, perhaps by 
trying a three-year rotation of your cutting back 
cycle. Alternatively, prune them every other 
year. Doing this helps to ensure overwintering 
butterfly and moth eggs, for example, are not 
disrupted every years.

• Spend time paying attention to your plants 
and what lives there. That way you will gain 
maximum benefit from your wildlife garden and 
you’ll get to learn when the ideal time to prune 
is. Nettles, for example, will be full of caterpillars 
by mid-July, so don’t cut them until September.

• Even if you only have a balcony, you can still 
plant for wildlife! Primroses and Forget-me-Nots 
are small plants providing much-needed early 
nectar for bees and food sources for caterpillars.

• Try to avoid pesticides wherever possible, 
instead using comfrey or seaweed fertilisers if 
you need to fertilise.

Horatio’s Garden is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation. Registered Number 1151475/SC045386.
Registered Address 2 Throope Down Office, Blandford Road, Coombe Bissett, Salisbury, SP5 4LN

WILDLIFE-FRIENDLY GARDENING
WITH HEAD GARDENER IMOGEN JACKSON

• Minimise or avoid lighting your garden as 
this often disrupts birds, insects and bats.

• Avoid netting and plastic as much as you 
can as mammals, birds and amphibians can 
get caught up in it. Be careful not to leave 
elastic bands lying around as hedgehogs 
eat them thinking they are worms.

• Remember to clean your minibeast hotels 
in the autumn to avoid disease.

• Put in a pond if you can - even a tiny one 
in a corner is valuable!

• Place a pile of logs in a quiet corner of the 
garden.

• A few valuable plants include: Plume 
thistle (Cirsium rivulare ‘Atropurpureum), 
Thyme (Thymus polytrichus), Ivy (Hedera 
helix), Field scabious (Knautia arvensis), 
Viper’s bugloss (Echium vulgare), Lavender 
(Lavendula x intermedia, ‘Gros bleu’).


