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Prairies once covered hundreds of miles in the state of Iowa.  Today less 

than 0.01% of the original prairies remain in Iowa. Prairie restorations in 

our yards and communities are a way to recreate our prairie heritage. 

Prairies are very beneficial for many reasons.  First they provide beauty 

in all the seasons.  Second they create a habitat for nesting birds and 

wildlife.  Third they are a great food source for butteries, bees and other 

pollinators. Finally prairies work well for erosion control, ditch plantings 

and as a screen in urban environments. This handout will cover infor-

mation on how to establish your very own prairie restoration.  

Site: No site is too large or too small for a prairie, they really can be 

any size.  They can cover many acres or they may be a small micro 

planting just 3 feet by 5 feet.  Choose a site that gets full sun with a mini-

mum of 6 hours of afternoon sun. Prairies thrive in many soil types, there 

is no need to add extra amendments.  There are seed mixes available 

for both dry and wet sites.  If you have a prairie remnant on or near your 

site contact your local county conservation office before installing a prai-

rie.  They will advise you on what to do to protect these environmentally 

significant spaces. 

Seed Mix:  When selecting a prairie seed mix try to choose a mix 

that is diverse as possible and consists of many different species 

of grasses and flowers for year round interest and to provide the 

best pollinator habitat. A typical tallgrass prairie mixture will be modeled 

after historical prairies.  Tallgrass Prairies in our area typically consisted 

of about 60% grasses and 40% forbs (flowers).   You can change this 

percentage but it is recommended to keep at least 20% grasses to ac-

complish a true prairie. Over time the grasses to flower ratio will be ever 

changing as your prairie matures. If you have a wet site there are spe-

cialty seed mixes for wet areas. When choosing a seed mixture it is best 

to select locally sourced seeds harvested from Iowa as these plants will 

be adapted to Iowa's ever changing climatic conditions. Ordering your 

seed at Ted Lare Garden Center will allow you to get the best locally 

sourced seed, talk to one horticultural experts for details.   

Site Prep: You will need to kill off any existing vegetation before 

you install your prairie. You can kill off old vegetation with 1-2 applica-

tions of Round-Up from April through October.  Spring is easier for killing 

weeds than fall.  If there are any trees or shrubs on your site you will 

want to remove those and treat with an herbicide.   If you have very 

steep slopes and erosion problems you can seed directly into existing 

turf in late fall without the use of herbicides. After vegetation has been 

killed, it is best to either hand rake or power rake the site.  Seed may al-

so be spread directly onto dying vegetation once proper planting time 
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Seeding Time & Amount: Prairies can be planted in both the spring 

and fall.  Late fall and early winter are the optimal time as many prairie 

seeds need our cold winters to break dormancy. Fall and winter seeding 

also rules out the need to break up the soil before planting because 

freezing and thawing will work seed naturally into the soil. The best time 

to spread seed is right after a light snowfall so you can see where seeds 

have fallen and to make sure you have an even spread. To ensure you 

have enough seed measure your areas width and length to calculate 

square footage.  Your seed supplier will use your measurements to de-

termine how much seed you need to cover your area.   

Spreading Seeds: The most cost effective method for spreading the 

seeds for smaller prairie sites is by hand. There are seed injectors and 

mechanical seed spreaders for larger acreages. To spread the seeds by 

hand grab a handful of seeds and walk quickly over your area slowly 

moving your fingers to release seeds as you walk. Keep making quick 

passes until the area is covered. Without snow cover present it will be 

difficult to tell where seeds land but continue to cover the entire area as 

best as you can. If you have never seeded a yard or prairie before you 

may want to order more seed than recommended as it easy to over ap-

ply and run out of seed before you have covered the entire area. 

Maintenance: The maintenance during your prairie’s first year is the 

most critical.  The first year there will be a seed bank of weed seeds 

waiting to sprout and your prairie seeds will be battling against these 

weeds for light and nutrients. To give your new prairie seed a fighting 

chance against the weeds you will need to mow your prairie seedlings 

down 3-4 times over the course of the first summer.  Mowing will not hurt 

your new seedlings, it forces them to put more energy into producing 

roots (which will produce a stronger plant over time).  Weeds do not tol-

erate mowing well and will eventually stop sprouting allowing the prairie 

seeds to grow thicker blocking out space that weeds would grow in.  Af-

ter the first year mowing typically only needs to be done first thing in the 

spring. The first year your prairie restoration will not look like much but 

during season two all your hard work will pay off as the plants burst into 

beauty.  Your prairie will only get more beautiful with each passing year.  
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Maintenance Schedule  

Year one 

May: Watch your prairie seedlings sprout and monitor the weed 

population. Allow seeds to grow through the entire month of May. 

June: Mow down the entire prairie in early June. Set your mower to 

the highest height possible 6" preferred. Another mowing may be neces-

sary as this is the most active month for weeds. 

July:  Watch for regrowth, it is likely you will need to mow down the 

prairie another time or two continuing at a 6" height. Do not mow more 

than every other week.   

August:  All mowing should be stopped at this time, allow the prai-

rie to grow. You may see some grasses and a few flowers bloom at this 

time 

Year 2 

Mowing is only necessary in this year if weed numbers are high. If mow-

ing is needed do so in May and stop mowing by June 1st.  Allow the prai-

rie to grow naturally the rest of the year. Flowers and grasses should 

flower in higher numbers in this season. 

Years 3 to 4  

Mowing during the growing season for weed control should no longer be 

necessary at this point. Maintenance should go down to an annual basis 

in which mowing is only needed in early spring to clean up the dried foli-

age for the season and to keep trees from invading. By year four, your 

prairie will be ready for a prescribed burn. If your area doesn't allow a 

prescribed burning you can instead rake out dried foliage after your typi-

cal spring mowing, this will keep thatch levels from smothering plants. In 

years 3-4 you should expect a very diverse prairie with flowers and 

grasses blooming in very high numbers.  
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