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The Four Basic Needs of Wildlife 
 

Wildlife have four basic needs for survival.  If you keep 
the following needs in mind as you develop a 
landscape plan, success is sure to follow! 
 

1) Food — Wildlife food needs vary with species, age, 
and  season. For example, many birds consume a lot of 
insects during nesting  season. Providing a variety of 
plants will increase the number and diversity of species 
you attract. Choose some plants that produce fruit, 
some that set seeds, and  some that attract insects.  
 

2) Water — Water is essential and should be provided 
year-round.  Moving water attracts more wildlife. 
Standing water sources such as birdbaths and ponds 
are also acceptable if changed regularly. Remember to 
heat water during winter months so it does not freeze 
over.  
 

3) Shelter — Shelter (cover) provides protection from 
predators and adverse weather.  Shelter is critical 
during the breeding season when animals are trying to 
raise young. Provide cover by planting vines, shrubs, 
and dense conifers. Rock and brush piles and bird and 
bat houses also offer shelter.   
 

4) Space — Different species of wildlife need different 
amounts of space. House Wrens need relatively little 
space to find food and raise young, while Bluebirds 
need more space than an average backyard can give. 
Set reasonable goals for the size of your yard, and 
don’t forget about vertical space. Landscaping in layers 
(trees under planted by shrubs followed by perennials 
of various heights) adds more habitat.  

Backyard 
Wildlife Habitat 

Wildlife Diversity Program 

We proudly support 
 

 

Teaming With Wildlife is the leading advocate for the 
State Wildlife Grants program and the implementation 
of state wildlife action plans. This funding is crucial for 
the support of non-game wildlife.  Become a voice for 
wildlife diversity though Teaming With Wildlife! 
See http://teaming.com/ for more information! 
 

Why support Teaming With Wildlife?  
*Habitat 
Most birds seen  at feeders depend on lands beyond 
the backyard. As natural habitats diminish, birds lose 
critical nesting areas. With better funding, state 
agencies can better assist communities in maintaining 
homes for birds, butterflies, frogs, and bats.  
 

*Enhance urban and suburban lands for wildlife 
The fastest growing habitats in the United States are 
urban and suburban areas. With funding, we can make 
these lands attractive for songbirds and other wildlife.  
 

Landscaping for 
Wildlife 

Additional Information Resources: 
Iowa State University Extension  
 *http://www.extension.iastate.edu/ 
Iowa DNR 
 *http://www.iowadnr.gov/Education/
IowasWildlife.aspx 
 *http://www.iowadnr.gov/Environment/
Forestry/StateForestNursery.aspx 

The above picture is an example of a woodland style  
backyard wildlife habitat with layers of vertical structure. 

The above picture is an example of how to incorporate 
landscaping for wildlife into a small space in a tradi-
tional suburban setting. 

http://www.iowadnr.gov/Education/IowasWildlife.aspx
http://www.iowadnr.gov/Education/IowasWildlife.aspx


 

1)    Provide the four basic needs of wildlife:  
To maximize wildlife viewing opportunities in your 
yard, be sure to provide food, water, shelter, and a 
place for them to raise young. All four needs 
should be provided through the seasons, so be 
intentional about which plant species you choose.  

 
2) For year-round viewing, you must provide the 

four basic needs of wildlife through all seasons. 
Choose plant species that offer food in different 
months so there are options throughout the 
seasons. Year-round cover can be provided by 
many evergreens. And don’t forget a reliable 
water source even in freezing weather!  

          
3) Habitat components need to be properly 

arranged to maximize the value to wildlife.   
         Food, water, and cover need to be close together       
         and easily accessible. Wildlife prefer to feed   
         near the safety offered by cover plants.  Plant in  
         perennials in groupings of three to five and when  
         possible avoid planting in rows.  
  
4)    Native plants provide optimal food and cover 

while perpetuating our state’s natural heritage. 
 Because native plants are adapted to the climate 

of an area, winter kill and drought are not a 
serious problem to long-term survival. Also, native 
plants generally require minimal maintenance 
once established.  

  

 

5) Your plantings can be pretty AND functional! 
 Landscaping for wildlife can easily produce a space 

just as aesthetically pleasing as a traditional 
garden.  Many cover-providing shrubs also 
produce beautiful insect-attracting flowers, in turn 
providing a valuable food source for birds. 

 
6) Decrease unnecessary mortality by making your 

backyard a safe haven.  
 Keep cats indoors and outdoor dogs kenneled. Use 

window decals to reduce collisions. Pesticides 
both directly and indirectly kill countless animals 
every year, and have no place in a space designed 
to attract wildlife.  

 
7)    Choose plants that work with the soil type and 

amount of sunlight in your backyard.  
 Some plants need full sun, some want shade. 

Many plants like well-drained soil, but some prefer 
to have their feet wet.  

 

 
8) To attract a variety of wildlife, a yard must have           
         high plant diversity. 
 Plant more than just flowers.  Add trees, shrubs, 

and vines too.  Plant your landscape in layers with 
an over story of taller trees, and middle story, and 
an understory of perennial plants. Add structure 
with a brush pile.  Hang nest boxes, make a 
puddling place for butterflies and a dust bathing 
spot for birds. 

  

 
 

Eight Principles of Landscaping for Wildlife 
Building backyard wildlife habitat means thinking about more than plant height and color, or light and soil 

needs. Following these eight principles will help make your yard attractive to both wildlife and your neighbors! 

The plant species listed are excellent options for your backyard wildlife habitat. All plants listed are native to the 
Midwest or are cultivars species native to the Midwest. Use this key to determine which valuable benefits each 
species can offer to the wildlife in your backyard.  

 
 

 
 

     

Trees     

     

Basswood X  X  

Black Cherry X X X  

Hickory spp. X  X  

Hackberry X  X  

Kentucky Coffeetree   X  

Sugar Maple   X  

Black, Red, White Oak X  X  

Swamp White Oak X  X  

Black Gum  X X  

Fir spp.   X X 

Spruce spp.   X X 

Eastern White Pine X  X X 

Eastern Red Cedar    X  X X 

     

Shrubs and Vines     

     

Viburnum X  X  

Black Chokeberry   X X 

Buttonbush X X   

Chokecherry   X X 

Dogwood spp. X  X X 

Elderberry  X X X 

Hazelnut   X  

Highbush Cranberry  X X X 

Nannyberry  X X X 

Ninebark   X X 

Redbud    X 

Serviceberry X X X  

Wild Plum  X X X 

Hawthorn  X X X 

Sumac spp.   X X 

Witchhazel  X   

Spicebush X X   

Wild Grape   X X 

Virginia Creeper   X X 

Aunt Dee Wisteria  X X X 

American Bittersweet   X X 

Serves as a host plant for butterfly species 

Provides nectar for butterflies & hummingbirds 
Provides food or cover in cool seasons for 

all wildlife 

Provides food or cover in warm seasons for 

all wildlife 

     

Perennials     

     

Native Prairie Grasses X   X 

Bleeding Heart  X X  

Coral Bells  X X  

Foamflower  X X  

Solomon’s Seal  X X  

Amsonia  X X  

Anise Hyssop  X X  

New England Aster X X X  

Bee Balm  X X  

Indigo spp. X X   

Spotted Joe-Pye Weed  X X  

Blazing Star spp.  X X  

Queen of the Prairie  X X  

Rudbeckia    X  

Turtlehead X X X  

Columbine X X X  

Pale Purple Coneflower  X X  

Lead Plant X X X  

Butterfly Milkweed X X   

Lobelia spp.  X X  

Cup Plant   X  

Compass Plant   X  

Ironweed  X X  

Vervain spp.  X X X 

Violet ssp X  X  

Jewelweed spp.  X X  

Bugbane X X X  

Coreopsis  X X  

Rattlesnake Master   X  

Fireweed  X X  

Purple Prairie Clover  X X  

Wood Lily  X X  


