
How to Plant a Pollinator Garden: A Step-by-Step 
Guide 
 
Planting a pollinator garden in the Portland metro area is an incredibly rewarding project. 
Thanks to our distinct maritime climate—wet, mild winters followed by warm, dry 
summers—native Pacific Northwest plants are uniquely adapted to thrive here with minimal fuss 
once established. 
 
This Xcerces Society guide provides a direct layout to help establish and maintain a thriving, 
chemical-free backyard habitat optimized for the Pacific Northwest. 

1. Plant Selection & Sourcing 
Xerces emphasizes matching native plants strictly to your yard’s actual conditions (sun vs. 
shade, wet vs. dry clay). Healthy plants naturally defend themselves against pests, reducing the 
need for maintenance or intervention. 

The Xerces Warning on Buying Plants 

Many plants labeled "pollinator-friendly" at big-box stores are pre-treated with systemic 
pesticides (like neonicotinoids) that remain toxic to bees for months. Always ask your local 
nursery specifically about their systemic pesticide practices before buying, or choose verified 
native plant vendors. 

2. Installation Method 
Whether you are planting an urban garden plot or a larger backyard border, a gentle, low-impact 
installation method protects the soil structure and beneficial fungal networks. 

1.​ Clear a 2-foot circle per plant: Instead of tilling the entire plot—which unearths 
thousands of dormant weed seeds—manually clear a 2-foot diameter circle of existing 
grass or weeds for each individual plant. 

2.​ Plant at the root crown level: Dig your hole just deep and wide enough for the container. 
Ensure the root crown (where the stem meets the roots) sits perfectly level with the 
surrounding soil. Planting too deep causes stem rot; too shallow dries out the roots. 

3.​ Apply a 3-inch mulch donut: Apply 3 inches of clean wood chips or arborist mulch in a 
1.5-foot radius around the base to suppress weeds and retain moisture. Keep the mulch a 
few inches away from the direct woody stem to prevent moisture traps. 

3. Nesting & Overwintering Habitat 
Flowers provide food, but pollinators also need a safe place to sleep, lay eggs, and survive the 



winter. A pristine, perfectly manicured yard is actually an ecological desert for insects. 
●​ Leave it a little wild: Dedicate a quiet, unmanaged corner of your garden beds to grow 

naturally. 
●​ Save the stems: Leave dead wildflower stems and hollow flower stalks intact over the 

winter. Cavity-nesting bees use them to lay their eggs. 
●​ Leave bare ground: Keep a small patch of sunny, well-drained soil entirely free of mulch. 

Roughly 70% of our native bees nest underground and need direct access to bare dirt to 
dig their tiny tunnels. 

4. Complete Pesticide Elimination 
A home garden can easily thrive without chemical interventions. If you use a local landscaping 
service, explicitly request non-chemical weed and pest management. Be highly cautious with 
combination "Weed & Feed" lawn fertilizers, as they frequently contain hidden systemic 
insecticides that contaminate nearby flowering plants through the soil. 

Nurturing the Willamette Valley Ecosystem 
Planting a pollinator garden in the Portland metro and broader Willamette Valley area is more 
than a weekend landscaping project; it is a vital act of urban conservation. Our unique Pacific 
Northwest climate—characterized by wet, mild winters and warm, dry summers—presents a 
distinct rhythm for local wildlife. By stepping away from the urge to maintain a perfectly 
manicured lawn, eliminating harmful pesticides, and embracing a slightly wilder, native 
landscape, you provide a critical sanctuary for the region's insect populations. 

Small efforts on a neighborhood scale build an interconnected network of habitat corridors, 
ensuring that native bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds can safely navigate and thrive across 
our changing regional landscape. 

Source: Xerces Society Pollinator Garden Guide 
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