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LET IT
GROW

State parks are cutting back on
mowed acreage to create more
habitat for all-important pollinators.
WRITTEN BY WENDY HOLDREN
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Cutting Down on Cutting

The mowing initiative took root in 2012 when DNR
Diversity Biologist Susan Olcott began working on a
West Virginia butterfly atlas, cataloging species and their
locations around the state. That’s when she discovered how
much mowing takes place at state parks. “That’s not good
for butterflies,” she says. “Grass and flowers, that’s part of
their habitat.”
West Virginia is home to roughly 138 species of
butterflies. Many species have adapted to living in or
along the edges of forests, but lawn mowing is still
detrimental to their habitats. Monarch butterflies,
now actively under consideration for the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service’s list of endangered species, have been
especially hurt by habitat loss, which leaves them with
fewer places to stop, eat, and reproduce on their long
migration from Canada to Mexico and back.
But it’s not just about butterflies. Habitat loss affects
other species of insects as well as birds and mammals.
So Olcott suggested state parks introduce plants that
would provide food and shelter for the wildlife. She
also asked that parks cut back on mowing.
At first, officials were uncertain about decreasing
mowing. They feared park visitors would assume the
grounds were just poorly maintained or be wary of
grown-up areas, for fear of the wildlife potentially
lurking inside. “We weren’t sure, but it’s really been
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ome springtime at Cacapon
Resort State Park, you’ll find
a three-acre field bursting
with bright yellow buttercups,
periwinkle bluebells, and crimson
wild columbines. In front, there’s
a brown painted sign with a
picture of a butterfly and some
yellow lettering that reads “Pollination Zone.”
Not too long ago, this was an empty field of grass and
not much else. But since 2014, officials responsible for West
Virginia’s 35 state parks, eight state forests, and two state-run
rail-trails have been tasked with reducing mowing by at least
10 percent. “Currently, we’ve reduced 12 acres of mowing,”
Fortney says. “That’s everywhere from out-of-play areas on
the golf course to wooded areas. Out of that 12 acres, we’ve
turned four of them into wildflower meadows.”
Now those meadows are blooming with life. “We
did a pollinator mixture with perennials, so they’ll
come back each year,” says park superintendent Scott
Fortney. “Our pollinator areas do a multitude of
things. Deer love it. You’ll see birds out there all the
time. And in the summer, honeybees love it. They’re
all over the place.”
As habitat restoration projects go, this one was a
walk in the park. Cacapon’s staff spread some seed and
stepped back to watch the grass—and flowers—grow.
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embraced by the public,” Olcott says.
“We gave a sigh of relief when the
comments started coming in.”
Fortney says cutting back on mowing has
only enhanced Cacapon’s beauty. Visitors
now stop to photograph the three-acre
wildflower field, oftentimes capturing the
monarch butterflies as they sip nectar from
the milkweed.
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A Conservation Legacy

Leading the charge in mowing reduction
efforts is Samuel England, chief of DNR’s
Parks and Recreation section since July
2014. He challenged park superintendents
to reduce mowing by 10 percent but told
them to be “even more liberal when they
can,” he says. In many parks, the reduction
is now closer to 20 percent. “We can’t stop
mowing picnic areas, playgrounds, and
golf courses. But there are certain common
areas that can be mowed less often or not at
all,” England says.
The efforts fit with the legacy of
state parks. When the parks system
was established by the state Legislature
in the 1920s, one of the major goals
was to regrow the forests decimated by
timbering efforts. “The Legislature said,
‘We don’t ever want this to happen again.
We want to make sure we preserve areas
in our state,’” England says. “Part of the

original mission was to protect habitat that
wasn’t being protected before.”
Now, nearly 100 years later, those forests
have regrown, but many lawns surrounding
the forested areas are manicured. By reducing
mowing, parks are now protecting these areas
as well, offering habitats for additional types
of wildlife, especially monarch butterflies.
The reduction is also saving the parks
money. While he can’t provide a dollar
figure, England says much is saved in labor.
“Rather than reducing that labor in our first
years, we’ve asked superintendents to take
some labor hours and put those toward other
projects,” he says. “There’s plenty to do.”
At Cacapon, the initiative has eliminated a
day of mowing per week, which has allowed
the maintenance crew to perform other
tasks on the grounds, like maintaining the
18-hole golf course with its 73 sand bunkers.
“Between the man-hours, reducing wear and
tear on equipment, and saving gas, it’s been a
success,” Fortney says. “We’re still looking for
other areas to do similar things in.”
England considers the mission a
success, too. “We were looking to provide
habitat and reduce mowing for the use
of labor on other projects. Both of those
goals have been achieved. Citizens in the
state are better off because of both, and so
are the parks.” w

HOW YOU CAN HELP
DNR biologist Susan Olcott offers the
following tips for homeowners interested
in helping pollinators:
Let some vegetation grow. Don’t be so eager
with that lawn mower. “People have a mindset
that they have to mow, but part of my effort
is to challenge that mindset in a positive way,”
Olcott says. “Do you really have to mow? Why
are you doing this? Think of the possibilities if
you didn’t mow it.”
Reduce or avoid the use of pesticides.
Olcott says pesticides are a big no-no if
you’re trying to help pollinators. Wildlife
can be poisoned through direct and indirect
application, such as runoff into local water
bodies or groundwater contamination.
Create a monarch waystation by planting
milkweed and perennial nectar plants. Seed
kits can be purchased at monarchwatch.org.
“This website gives instructions on
how to plant a waystation and,
if certain criteria is met, your
waystation can be certified,
too,” Olcott says.
Be a conscientious bird
feeder. For the most part,
wildlife do not need human
intervention for food. “We‘re
doing it for our own
pleasure, so make
sure your feeders are
clean and the food is
quality,” she says.
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