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Conservation Mowing 
This manual outlines mowing regimens that benefit pollinator health. It includes 
information on the benefits of conservation mowing, how to start a conservation 
mowing program, and approaches for inventorying roadside vegetation. 

 
1.1. Benefits Of Conservation Mowing 

 
Mowing helps to maintain roadside vegetation, reduce the spread of invasive species and 
woody plants, improve driver sight lines, and provide areas for vehicles to pull off safely. 
Vegetation in recovery areas – also called clear zones – is mowed regularly to keep it short for 
drivers who need to regain control of their vehicles. Conservation mowing involves reduced 
mowing regimens outside clear zones to cultivate pollinator-friendly habitats. In addition to 
the benefit to pollinators, conservation mowing reduces expenses and provides other 
environmental benefits, such as greater erosion control and reduced runoff pollution. 

 
 

Figure 1-1. The appearance of milkweed on the roadside because of reduced mowing mid-
summer creates important habitats for monarch butterflies. 

 
Adverse Ecological Effects of Regular Mowing for Native Plant Communities 

 
• Weakens and suppresses stands of native species present at a site. Low mowing heights 

expose bare soil and damage the crowns of native grasses. Regular mowing removes tall 
reproductive structures, such as flowering stems, resulting in no seed formation or dispersal 
of native plants. 

• Promotes cool season turfgrasses rather than native plant communities because biologically 
turfgrass is adapted to low mowing regimens with high regrowth ability. It also stimulates low- 



   
 

4  

growing annual or biennial species, resulting in a reduction of structural complexity, floral 
     diversity, biomass litter dynamics, and soil enrichment. 

• Decreased plant diversity results in fewer resources for wildlife, especially invertebrate 
communities, detrimentally impacting their abundance and richness. 

• Mowing increases the likelihood of pest and weed invasions because of disturbance. Regular 
mowing increases the occurrence of invasive species and allergenic plants by distributing 
their propagules, especially during the seed dispersal phase. Intense mowing also causes 
common ragweed—one of the most allergenic plant species found in North America and 
Europe—to colonize disturbances. Thus, it increases the pollen load in the air, the severity 
of hay fever symptoms, the number of people affected, and medical costs. 

• Incurs considerable economic costs. Even small reductions in mowing result in cost savings. 
• Contributes to excess greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

Benefits of Reduced Mowing 
 

• Reducing mowing is a simple and effective way to improve habitats and enhance overall 
environmental stewardship. This will result in an increased diversity of plants, invertebrates, 
and soil microbes and significant cost savings. 

• It helps the proliferation of mowing-intolerant native species and leads to nutrient-rich 
flowering. This flowering provides pollen and nectar for pollinators and facilitates the 
dispersal of mature seeds of native species. 
• Longer stems create sheltered microclimates that attract beetles and other small 

insects. Sparrows, goldfinches, and other migrating birds also feed on the seeds. 
• Altering the timing of vegetation management practices contributes significantly to monarch 

butterfly preservation – one of the conservation actions promoted under the Candidate 
Conservation Agreement with Assurances (CCAA). 

• Reduced disturbance leads to less spread of invasive species. More vibrant plant 
communities create appealing roadsides that stimulate the senses and decrease driver 
fatigue. 

• Helps improve water quality because taller vegetation can capture and contain more 
stormwater runoff. 

• Unmowed roadsides contribute to reduced snow drifting in winter. Lower labor and fuel costs. 
• Reduced greenhouse gas emissions – a strong motivator for reducing the intensity of roadside 

management. 
• Contrary to popular opinion, conservation mowing does not equate to increased animal 

collisions (NASEM, 2023). Conversely, white-tailed deer and moose prefer to forage on fresh 
plant growth. Therefore, mowing outside the clear zone could result in animal foraging in 
those areas and in turn result in more opportunities for vehicle-animal collisions. 
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1.2. Starting a Conservation Mowing Program 
 

As noted in “Pollinator Habitat Conservation Along Roadways, Volume 11: Northeast” 
(Hopwood et al., 2023), conservation mowing requires roadside maintenance crews to 
understand the life cycles of pollinators to aid in the timing, frequency, and height of mowing. 

 
Each state DOT should develop detailed guidelines regarding mowing schedules and strategies, 
considering many factors to achieve the best habitats. The following guidelines can be used as a 
reference to help New England DOTs create a three-year conservation mowing plan. The 
transition can be gradual, with new areas added over three years. 

 
Who makes mowing decisions? 

 
Each state structures its roadside maintenance departments differently. Individual 
maintenance districts are sometimes responsible for determining their mowing programs. In 
others, mowing schedules are determined centrally. Either way, whoever determines a 
particular state's mowing schedule should communicate to those performing mowing 
regimens that implementing conservation mowing will require observing existing plant 
communities to prioritize when and how to mow sections of roadside. 

 
Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) Recommendations for Conducting Inventories of 
Roadside Vegetation 

 
The FHWA online publication “Roadside Best Management Practices that Benefit Pollinators: 
Handbook for Supporting Pollinators through Roadside Maintenance and Landscape Design” 
(Hopwood et al., 2016), recommends DOTs to conduct roadside inventories to manage their 
roadside green assets. A roadside vegetation inventory involves the mapping of the 
composition and condition of the current roadside vegetation, including native plants, 
turfgrass, and invasive and noxious weeds. Roadside vegetation inventories inform 
management plans that can benefit pollinators in several ways. Identification of vegetation 
plant communities assists roadside managers in making informed decisions about how to 
manage such areas to promote native seed banks to emerge and existing native plant 
communities to flourish. Roadside inventories can also map out existing weed and invasive 
populations and identify emerging weed problems. Inventory data can then be used to help 
target management operations that reduce costs and to evaluate the effectiveness of native 
plant community and weed management techniques. Finally, inventories can help inform and 
direct future plantings when used to identify rights-of-way candidates for revegetation efforts. 

 
However, New England DOT roadside maintenance managers may find implementing the 
FHWA recommendations too intricate and cumbersome. Therefore, the more simplified 
approach has a more realistic chance of being implemented. 
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1.3. Roadside Vegetation Inventory 
 

Scout for three easy-to-identify plant communities of invasive, native, and introduced 
species in the first year of a three-year mowing plan. 
Invasive plants. Mowing of invasive species can lead to the spread of invasive species via 
residual seeds, roots, and plant parts on mowing blades. Therefore, reduced mowing 
approaches should not be applied to extensive invasive species infestations. Each DOT should 
follow its own invasive species removal protocols. 

 
 

Many areas supporting native species are mostly self-sustaining and can be maintained as 
established habitats by only occasional herbicide spot-spraying of invasives. This would 
eliminate the need for annual mowing. 

 
 

Figure 1-2. Autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata) along Rt. 6 near Willimantic, CT. 
 

Conservation areas along Rt. 6 in Connecticut have already established plant communities with 
rich assortments of native species. However, some invasive species are present in many areas 
and would likely proliferate if the sites were not mowed frequently. Therefore, to promote 
stable native habitats that can exist for some years without much input, spot treatment with 
herbicides should eliminate patches of these invasive species. 

 
Native plant communities. Native plant communities are usually composed predominantly of 
warm-season bunch grasses and flowering forbs. They arise from seed germination in seed 
banks and seed dispersal from surrounding areas. Many native species are already present but 
are suppressed by mowing before they can set seed. The New England roadsides already 
contain seed banks for native plant species, and many sites have good regeneration potential. 
When the native seed bank is already present, it is appropriate to promote its natural 
regeneration. 
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Figure 1-3. Native forb populations to identify in early to mid-summer: yellow wild indigo 
(Baptisia tinctoria), common milkweed (Ascepias syriaca), Foxglove beardtongue (Penstemon 
digitalis). 

 
 

 
Figure 1-4. Grasslands with native warm-season grasses are easy to detect during the late 
summer-fall period when their inflorescences are showy if the sites are not mowed. 
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Figure 1-5. Native forbs to identify in the fall: many asters (Symphyotrichum spp.) and 
goldenrods (Solidago spp.) are indicators of native communities that can be detected in the fall. 

 
 

Issues to Consider When Conducting Roadside Inventories 
1.3.1. Prioritize roadsides along the migratory route of the Monarch butterfly. 
1.3.2. Milkweed patches can be easily detected during flowering in June and July if 

the roadside has not been mowed. These areas should be prioritized for 
reduced mowing. 

1.3.3. When defining road segments, prioritize roadsides with adjacent farms—for 
example, cranberry bogs in Massachusetts and blueberry farms in Maine—that 
may benefit from increased feeding and nesting opportunities from the 
roadside pollinator habitats. 

 
 

Introduced Plant Communities. Introduced plant species are non-native plants that become 
established and spread beyond their place of introduction. They are considered naturalized but 
do not spread invasively. Introduced plant communities can occur either interspersed among 
native grasses and forbs or among turfgrass communities. While native plants are often the 
most environmentally appropriate—adapted to the prevailing soil and climate—roadsides 
support many introduced species. These species also create abundant floral resources and 
should be viewed as important forage for pollinators and other insects. 
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Figure 1-6. Pollinator habitats can be enhanced by the presence of non-native or introduced 
species, such as white clover (Trifolium repens), and yellow bedstraw (Gallium verum), which 
offer abundant pollen and nectar for pollinating insects. 

 

 
Figure 1-7. Turfgrass can be identified by inflorescences (such as the fescue inflorescences 
above) that typically arise after several weeks of non-mowing. In many turfgrass communities, 
there are introduced forbs that provide pollinator resources. 

 
1.4. Fact Sheets 
Fact sheets quickly and efficiently distribute information, data, and research to audiences. In 
this case, they were created to communicate information about the transition to new 
roadside revegetation practices to two audiences: DOT personnel and the public. 

 
Recommendations for Conservation Mowing summarizes the reduced-mowing practices for 
the DOT personnel. 

 
To access printable versions of this fact sheet when using this manual online, use the following 
link: Fact Sheet – Conservation Mowing.pdf 

https://www.newenglandtransportationconsortium.org/download/7373/?tmstv=1735243066
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Access the fact sheet using the QR on the left.  
 
New England Roadsides Can Support Pollinators. 

 
The proliferation of native and introduced forbs and grasses is observed because of 
conservation mowing. These plantings look different from the mowed swaths of turfgrass, 
which drivers and passengers are used to seeing along roadsides. The Fact Sheet discusses 
seasonal changes of the roadsides as a result of conservation mowing to educate the public 
about the new looks of the roadsides. 

 
To access printable versions of this fact sheet when using this manual online, use the following 
link: Fact Sheet – New England Roadsides Can Support Pollinators.pdf 

 

Access the fact sheet using the QR code on the left. 
 

How Roadsides Can Support the Eastern Monarch Butterfly discusses the lifecycle of this iconic 
species, its unique relationship with milkweed and the importance of including milkweed in 
roadside habitats. 
 

 Access the fact sheet using the QR code on the left. 
 
To access printable versions of this fact sheet when using this manual online, use the following 
link: Fact Sheet – How Roadsides Can Support the Eastern Monarch Buterfly.pdf 

 

https://www.newenglandtransportationconsortium.org/download/7371/?tmstv=1735243066
https://www.newenglandtransportationconsortium.org/download/7369/?tmstv=1735243066
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