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Any backyard, large or small, can be made into an excellent wildlife area for the enjoyment of the owners and their visitors. In creating such an area you first need to keep in mind the needs of wildlife. All living things need food, water, cover and space to survive. Food supplies energy and nutrients while each wildlife species has its own nutritional needs, which change from one season to another. Water is essential to all forms of life. If you have a seep or waterway on your property, managing it for the needs of wildlife is important. Cover in the form of trees, shrubs, grasses, and flowering plants provide shelter, as do nonliving objects like rock piles, brush piles, cavities in trees, and birdhouses. Wildlife use cover to protect them from the weather, to hide from predators, to establish their living quarters, and to raise and rear their young. The space or home range, is the area occupied by an animal when if performs its daily functions and travels to cover, food, and water and is often defended as a territory. The amount of space needed for a territory varies with the species, the quality of habitat, and time of year. 

When managing wildlife on your land, first ask yourself what you want on your property in terms of wildlife and other uses. Do you want to manage for a few wildlife species, or do you want to manage for as many species as possible? Always keep in mind that you will be managing the habitat not the wildlife species themselves.  It’s always a good idea to start your planning by making a list of goals for your habitat and place them in order of priority.  This will enable you to provide suitable habitat for wildlife while you create a landscape to meet your personal needs. 

When choosing plants for your yard, consider their function and appearance in relation to the wildlife species you want to manage for. Determine if the plants will be providing food, or shelter or just adding to the diversity. There may be limits to what can be planted due to the size of the area or the cost, so choose plants that serve more than one function. Diversifying your habitat will promote a healthy landscape and attract the greatest number of wildlife species. The presence of many plant species makes it less likely that insects or disease will cause severe problems. Having many species of trees, shrubs, perennial and annual flowers and grasses in your yard will also attract more varied wildlife. A variety of plants provide a wide range of food and cover that are available throughout the year.  
It is important to think about wildlife needs during each season and especially here in Maine during the winter months when resident wildlife species face some of their most difficult times.  The longer the period when flowers, seeds and fruits are available, the better it is for wildlife. Fall, winter, and early spring are critical to the survival of resident and migrating species, while summer foods are important for reproduction when energy needs of wildlife are very high. Cover is very important whether for nesting sites, shelter from weather, escape from predators, or for roosting. Conifers (softwood trees), cavity trees, and brush/rock piles provide winter cover. Cover not only has benefits for wildlife but also has benefits to the landowner depending on arrangement and position. Planting conifers to break the prevailing winds, can directly save on home energy costs, while on the protected side of the windbreak, the landowners can also place feeders, and wildlife shrub plantings. These wildlife shrub plantings offer wildlife access to mast, berries and fruit and are very important where snow often covers many foods in late fall and early winter during a very critical time period for wildlife. Along side these windbreaks, planting food plots consisting of a herbaceous seed mix also offers considerable food benefit to deer, bear, turkey, hare, and grouse during late fall and early spring. 
For more information refer to the University of Maine, Cooperative Extension Bulletin # 7132, Principles for Creating a Backyard Wildlife Habitat

Table 1. Partial list of common wildlife shrub plantings and trees for food and cover. All will grow in zones 3, 4 or 5. 

Highbush Cranberry (Viburnum trilobum)


Sargent Crabapple (Malus sargenti)

Winterberry (Ilex verticillata)


Bristly Locust (Robinia fertilis)


Highbush Blueberry (Vaccinium corymbosum)
Serviceberry (Amelanchier)



Mountain Ash (Sorbus americana)


Bayberry (Myrica pensylvanica)

Silky Dogwood (Cornus amomum)


Nannyberry (Viburnum lentago)

Hawthorn (Crataegus)


Elderberry (Sambucus canadensis)

