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GARDEN FOR WILDLIFE
Certified Wildlife Habitat®   PROGRAM
Mary Phillips

NWF a leader in the Native Plant 
Biodiversity Movement since 1973! 

Credit: Faith Barton  National Wildlife Federation 

Allen’s Hummingbird, Selasphorus sasin, California 



NWF.ORG/GARDEN

Uniting all Americans to 
ensure that and 

thrive in a rapidly 
changing world.

NWF.ORG/GARDEN



Credit Linda French 

Garden for Wildlife™ is 
America’s largest, 
longest-running native 
plant/habitat movement 

dedicated to helping 
wildlife thrive 
where people 
live, work, play, 
learn and 
worship. 



IN 1972, U.S. FOREST SERVICE RESEARCHERS Richard DeGraaf
and Jack Ward Thomas published a study showing that the tools 
wildlife managers use—providing food, water, cover and places 
to raise young—also work on a smaller scale in backyards. 

The Backyard Habitat program launched in a National 
Wildlife® article May 16, 1973 with detailed the steps 
homeowners could take to create such wildlife havens.

https://www.nwf.org/Magazines/National-Wildlife


“yards, especially those managed 
for wildlife, support diverse, 
heterogeneous bird communities 
with high public interest and 
potential to support species of 
conservation concern.” 

In Full Bloom, National Wildlife Magazine, Spring 2023.

Biodiversity 
A  2021 paper published in Ecological Applications, 15 scientists examined 

residential yard management, including NWF certified habitats, in six U.S. cities-
concludes:

https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/eap.2455


Lerman, Narango et al., 2021 Ecological Applications

Wildlife Yards: 
For the BirdsDocumented more bird species in 

CWHs, including wood thrushes, gray catbirds 
and pileated woodpeckers. 

Conversely, noncertified yards with large lawns tended to 
attract mostly nonnatives such as house sparrows and 
European starlings



298,000  Certified Wildlife Habitats®

across North America and at 39 embassies across the 
world.



Grown to an estimated 4 million wildlife friendly acres of 
backyards, public gardens, school districts, corporate 
campuses, colleges and universities, places of worship and 
community spaces…

90% Residential 
properties10,120 Schoolyard Habitats
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• Home
• Workplace
• Farm
• School
• University
• Apartment Rooftop
• Park
• Place of Worship



Certified 
Wildlife
Habitat®  

Food

Cover

Places to 
Raise Young

Water 



Additional Benefits of Native Habitat  



Reduce Impermeable Pavement and Heat Island Effects

Rain gardens, designed in a natural depression 
in the landscape, help reduce the heat island 
effect. 

They collect rainwater and allow it to absorb 
into the ground where it has more time to 
evaporate and cool the air





NWF.ORG/GARDEN

Plants are the foundation of 
the food web in any ecosystem

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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90% of the insects that rely on 
plants can only survive on 

plants with which they 
evolved

Insects are the next 
critical level of the 

food web
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Native Plants 

• Adapted to local soils
• Adapted to regional precipitation
• Resilient and hardy once established
• Support wildlife
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Oak
557 species of caterpillars
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Ginkgo
0 species of caterpillars



A Balanced CWH Supports the Following
Ideally 50-70% Native Plants & multi season bloom

Chemical Free- no neonicotinoids



Certified Wildlife 
Habitat®

Design

Plant groupings 
include plant 

diversity to reflect 
elements from 

natural 
landscapes 
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Sustainable Gardening
Mimic nature to benefit wildlife

Goal: 50-70% Native Plants

50% More Wildlife





In 2021, 48.3 million Americans converted a 
portion of their lawn to natural or wildlife flower 
landscape. 
• Reduces greenhouse gas emissions of lawn mowing

• Eliminates cost of lawn mowing, from the price of a mower and its repair to the cost of its fuel 
(gas or electric) and parts (spark plugs, oil, blades)

• Drought tolerant, since their survival depended on their ability to consume less water



Deeper root system: 

-distributes carbon deeper 
into the ground.
One acre can store 1 ton of carbon 
dioxide per year, according to the 
University of Minnesota.

-Reduce soil erosion by 
having deeper, anchoring 
root systems

-Improve water quality by 
filtering chemicals and 
impurities from water before 
it enters local watershed.

Almost 90 percent of non-native 
lawn grasses have roots no more 
than a few inches deep. 

https://grownative.org/learn/native-plants-store-carbon/
https://wfpc.sanford.duke.edu/podcasts/farmers-language-climate-change-and-land-regeneration/#:%7E:text=What%20we%E2%80%99ve%20seen,in%20urban%20yards.


https://www.usgbc.org/credits/homes-high-rise/v4-
draft/ssp2?return=/credits/Homes/v4/Sustainable%20sites



Source: Carbon Farmers of Australia

Sustainable Habitat Gardening, Supports Carbon Sequestration

- diversity of plants increases 
the potential carbon 
sequestration of the 
landscape by increasing its 
productivity and resilience. 

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2020-01-27/carbon-gardening-a-natural-climate-solution-

that-can-help-reduce-co2-emissions-while-restoring-biodiversity/

- supports the soil 
microbial ecosystem, 
which is key to 
longterm soil carbon 
storage. 

Native plant gardens 
support more microbial 
soil diversity and higher 
relative abundance of 
potentially beneficial 
taxa compared to 
adjacent turf grass lawns 
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Food for Wildlife
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96% of backyard birds rely on insects to feed their 
young
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Food for Wildlife
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Food for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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All animals need water to drink or bathe
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Water for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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Water for Wildlife
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Cover for Wildlife
Plants provide cover for wildlife
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Prey and Predator Need Cover
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Cover for Wildlife
Plants provide cover for wildlife
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Cover for Wildlife
Plant densely to provide cover 
in the garden
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Cover for Wildlife
Plants provide cover for wildlife
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Cover for Wildlife
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Plants Provide Places to Raise Young
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Plants Provide Places to Raise Young



NWF.ORG/GARDEN 

Places to Raise Young
Some species have special habitat requirements for their young that 

are totally different than their adult phase
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Monarch
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Plant native  
milkweed and 
nectar plants! 



NWF.ORG/GARDEN 
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Conserve Water

Reduce Lawn

Plant Natives

Use Rain Barrels

Create Rain Gardens

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Keep Cats Indoors

Free-ranging domesticated cats 
kill billions of birds and other 

wildlife each year.

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Don’t Use Pesticides

Pesticides kill plants and insects 
that birds rely on for food. Go 

organic!

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Natural Pest Control

Support natural pest predators 
and parasites. Use organic 

gardening techniques.

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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1 Billion Birds are Killed by 
Window Strikes Annually

Feeder placement

Reduce window reflections

Turn off lights during migration

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Light Pollution

Turn off Lights at Night

Reduce Landscape Lighting

Down-facing Lights

Use Yellow Bulbs

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Use Sustainable Products

Recycled Materials

Made in the USA

Focus on Reduce and Reuse

Sustainable Gardening

NWF.ORG/GARDEN
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Resources
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nwf.org/garden



Online 
Resources 
for Identifying 
Native Plant 
Options

(This link takes you to 
page featured here) 

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Resources/guides


Each list has a map to guide you to color 
coded clickable link for your Region



Keystone Plant Lists

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wi

“Keystone plants are native plants critical to the food web and 
necessary for many wildlife species to complete their life 
cycle. Without keystone plants in the landscape, butterflies, 
native bees, and birds will not thrive. 96% of our terrestrial 
birds rely on insects supported by keystone plants.”

GFW Keystone Plants by Ecoregion 
https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Native-
Plants/keystone-plants-by-ecoregion

Choose the applicable Level I ecoregion, consulting the map if 
needed, to obtain the correct Keystone plant list for the area 
you are working on.

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Native-Plants/keystone-plants-by-ecoregion


Monarch 
Nectar 
Plant 
Lists

Example: 
CA Inland

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Native-Plants/Monarch-Nectar-Guides


Native 
Plant 
Finder 

https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/


NWF.ORG/GARDEN

gardenforwildlife.com



Do Not 
Plant Lists
for select 
states

TX, WA,OR, NV, FL, CO,
CA,GA,NC

Texas Sample 

https://www.dropbox.com/home/Do%20Not%20Plant%20Lists?preview=Texas+Do-not-Buy+List+DRAFT2.pdf&preview=Texas+Do-not-Buy+List+DRAFT2.pdf


Additional 
Resources
This link goes the 
page featured here

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Resources/tips
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gardenforwildlife.com



https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/Create/In-Your-State

Certified Wildlife Habitat Resources at NWF State Affiliate Partners 

• Iowa Wildlife Federation 

https://www.nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/Create/In-Your-State
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Facebook

Twitter

Pinterest

Instagram

TikTok
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Mary Phillips 
 National Wildlife Federation

Garden for Wildlife™ and
Certified Wildlife HabitatCEUS - 

www.nwf.org/CERTIFY
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