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Best Practices for Encouraging Beneficial Insects in the Garden: 

Provide a good habitat by providing food, shelter and water 

Food: 

Be sure to have plants blooming through all the seasons. 

Example early season flowers: Example late season flowers: 

Alder Asters 
Heather Cosmos 
Helleobore Hyssop 
Willow Russian sage 
Witchhazel Sedum 
 
Have an idea of what type of insects you are trying to attract – Bees? Butterflies? Natural 
enemies?  These groups have different biology and therefore different food requirements.  
However, there are many plants that crossover and are good food for many kinds of insects. 

Bees: 

Need both pollen and nectar (protein and carbohydrates), some plants provide one or both.  
Different bees prefer different flowers based on their anatomy (long vs short tongues) or 
nutritional requirements – some bees are specialists and some are generalists.  A diverse 
selection of plants is best. 

Examples of trees: Examples of wildflowers: 

Black locust Aster  
Catalpa bee balm  
Linden blazing star  
Willow (wind pollinated) cone flower  
 Goldenrod  
Examples of shrubs: Hyssop  
Native roses milkweed  
Oceanspray Penstemon  
Serviceberry sunflower (Heliopsis, Helianthus spp) 



Butterflies/Moths: 

These insects have complete metamorphosis, many adults and larvae have different food 
sources.  Some of these food sources, especially for larvae are very specific for the particular 
insect, the plant lists are general and you may want to do further research if you would like to 
provide habitat for particular butterflies/moths. 

Example caterpillar Plants Example adult Butterfly Plants 

Birch Aster 
Black Cherry Bee balm 
Crab apple Coneflower 
Goldenrod Goldenrod 
Lupine Honeysuckle 
Maple Lavender 
Oak Phlox 
Willow Zinnia 
 

Natural Enemies: 

Remember some natural enemies have life stages that feed on pollen and nectar. Insectary 
plants can provide this food source in your garden.  Many of these insects are small, therefore 
often small flowers are more accessible and preferred. 

Good plant families to use for insectary plants: 

• Parsley family (Apiaceae) 
o Cilantro and dill 

• Mustard family (Brassicaceae) 
o Sweet alyssum 

• Mint family (Lamiaceae) 
o Many herbs (thyme, mint, catnip) 

• Aster family (Asteraceae) 
o Yarrow 

Mixed plantings provide more opportunity for food and shelter.   

Shelter: 

• Evergreen and deciduous shrubs are good because they provide undisturbed habitat and a 
windbreak for butterflies 



• Clumping grasses provide summer shelter and overwintering ground for ladybugs and ground 
beetles 

• Mulch and logs 
• Undisturbed soil 

Water: 

Insects need water too! 

• Shallow trays or birdbaths with stones 
• Mud puddles for butterflies 
• Humidity can be beneficial for natural enemies 

Protection from Pesticides and disturbance are also of benefit to natural enemies: 

Tilling disturbs soil and “hiding spots” for natural enemies and bee nesting sites 

Reduce pesticide use 

• Be sure to identify pests correctly before applying an insecticide for its control 
• Spot spraying can reduce the impact of using pesticides 
• Use “least toxic pesticides” 
• Don’t spray plants in bloom 
• Accept some pest damage on your garden plants 
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