May's Unmowed Lawn Brings
Benefits the Rest of the Year

by Susie Spikol, Community Programs Director May 2023
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A bumblebee pollinates a lupine. photo © Francie von Mertens

D on’t judge me, please. You will notice that my front and back lawns have gone long and wild
this month. My usually tidy lawn is a tangled oasis of dandelions, purple violets, white violets
and bluets. The grass is unruly. It looks as though I've forgotten to care.

But it is precisely because I care that my lawn has gone feral. I care about bumblebees, azure
butterflies, carpenter bees, dogbane beetles, Eastern ringlets, orchard bees and many other wild local
pollinators. Welcome to the end of No Mow May, when we have permission to take a break from
mowing and give these invertebrates a place to forage for food, find shelter, make nests, lay eggs, seek

refuge and perform an essential ecosystem service — pollination!

No Mow May

No Mow May began in 2019. Plantlife, a United Kingdom environmental nonprofit dedicated to
protecting and preserving plant and fungi life, started this movement. Their goal isn’t messy lawns
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to “Free the wildflowers in your lawn, so they can grow wild and provide a feast for pollinators, tackle

pollution, and lock away atmospheric carbon below ground.”

Not mowing in May isn’t about the grass. Instead, it is all about wildflowers. Violets, fleabane,
dandelions, clover, creeping thyme, daisies and other early blooms provide native pollinators with
early season nectar and pollen when most flowering plants are yet not out. These first spring flowers
provide much-needed sustenance to a whole suite of insects, who will pollinate our region's plants and

trees later in the season.

If not mowing is a hard sell for you, consider juicy fall apples, sweet New Hampshire peaches, or
pumpkins on your front porch. A month of not mowing seems like a fair trade, plus, it is a great excuse
to be lazy.

Across the United States, the No Mow May movement is taking root. Last year, over 25 cities
participated by letting their parks, town commons and highway edges go untrimmed while
encouraging homeowners to stash their mowers away for the month. For some states farther south
than New Hampshire, it might be No Mow April, and farther north, No Mow June. It all depends on

the best time to protect the early spring flowers.

Researchers have shown that urban landscapes that have participated in No Mow May in Britain have

a tenfold increase in native bee populations.

Maybe increasing the insect population around your house isn’t that appealing to you. But remember,
it is all connected. Let it grow, and they will come! Not just bumble bees and butterflies, but birds and
mammals and so much more. And yes, there will be some things that show up that you might not want,
like ticks. To control the tick population, mow a few wide walking pathways for you and your family
while letting most of your lawn grow.

Grass Deserts

Our culture is obsessed with golf course-style lawns. In 2020, Americans spent $105 million
attempting to achieve perfect lawns. But maybe it is time to rethink this fixation in light of native
pollinators facing catastrophic global declines. In the United States alone, a 2016 study shows that our
native pollinators have declined by over 20 percent. Many factors are contributing to this decline,
including loss of habitat, pesticide use, urbanization, drought and disease, all exacerbated by climate
change.

Our lawns ask a lot of us. We mow, water, apply pesticides and mow more. A lush green lawn
decorates the front of our home, but in the end, what we’ve created is a grass desert. This monoculture
comes with a price that includes overuse of our water resources, loss of wildflower habitat and the

poisoning of our own yard through the use of pesticides. Pesticides don’t just poison the animals we
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don't want but can impact animals all the way up the food chain. Remember DDT? It is naive to think
itisn’t, in fact, poisoning us as well.

Let’s change how we look at our front and back yards. Instead of a desert of grass, let’s liberate our
lawns and see them as the mini-meadows they could be when we let the wildflowers grow. Let’s invite
the bumble bees, solitary bees and butterflies to the feast. Let’s celebrate the biodiversity we can
cultivate instead of pouring resources and chemicals into creating a monoculture of grass.

And at the end of May, when you wheel out your mower, consider only mowing every few weeks. So
what if your lawn doesn’t look like a golf course? Instead, think of it as a wildlife refuge. Change your
perspective and take joy in the purple vetch, ox-eye daisies, hawkweed and black-eyed Susans. These
are not weeds. They are a welcome refuge for our imperiled pollinators. g
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This article was published in the Monadnock Ledger-Transcript's "Backyard Naturalist" column on
May 25, 2023.
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