
Guidelines for inter-seeding to restore or 
enhance native species diversity 

Inter-seeding is a practice that is used to increase species diversity in existing remnant or planted prairies  

Guidelines  
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Stand Requirements  
Inter-seeding is most effective in stands where grass is not overly dominant. 
It does not work well in monoculture stands of switchgrass, and reed canary 
grass or in Kentucky bluegrass sod.  

Seed / Species 
Forbs and grass species can be inter-seeded. Forbs are generally broadcast 
seeded while grasses are commonly drilled. Individual species and seeding 
rates should be selected based on existing vegetation, site needs and project 
goals.  

Site Preparation 
Site preparation generally involves the removal of thatch through burning or 
haying to provide light for seedlings. Weed removal through herbicide 
treatment is sometime needed to decrease competition and open areas for establishment. An alternative 
method is to cultivate nodes within larger areas for seeding (see details below). A year or longer may be 
needed for site preparation if perennial weeds are dominant.   

Inter-seeding into Non-native Grasslands 
Converting non-native grasslands may require cropping for a year or two, or combinations of tilling and 
herbicide application to prepare for seeding. In some cases, inter-seeding can be successful without tilling, 
particularly when existing vegetation is not vigorous due to sandy soils or other factors. When removing 
existing weeds such as smooth brome and goldenrod, fields are typically burned to remove thatch, and then 
treated with herbicide as vegetation reaches about six inches tall. Several herbicide applications, or 
combinations of herbicide and tilling may be conducted before seeding occurs. Repeated mowing during the 
first two years can be important to aid seedling establishment.  

Inter-seeding into Reconstructed Native Prairie  
In reconstructed prairie (crop fields converted to prairie) inter-seeding is most commonly conducted after a 
prescribed burn. An alternative method is to conduct a spring application of glyphosate herbicide to stunt 
prairie grasses that dominate the site.  Forbs are commonly broadcast in the fall or late winter to increase 
diversity. Species with larger seed such as grasses can be drilled with a no-till drill. Repeated mowing to 6-8 
inches is recommended during the first year to allow light for seedlings. Mowing into the second season may 
also be beneficial.  

Node Establishment into Native and Non-native Grass Matrix 
In stands of native or nonnative grasses a technique that has been successful involves establishing 15 feet by 
15 feet nodes within grass-dominated stands. Approximately 25 percent of the site should be covered by 
nodes.  Nodes should be prepared with a tractor mounted roto-tiller in October followed by dormant (late 
October) broadcast seeding. As the nodes establish they will generate a source of propagules to colonize the 
surrounding vegetation matrix and increase species diversity (Grygiel et al. 2009) across the site. Prescribed 
burning in subsequent years will aid the spread and establishment of species planted in nodes.   
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Inter-seeding into Remnant Prairie Communities 
Inter-seeding into remnant communities should be planned by an experienced resource manager. In most 
cases, only seed collected from the remnant, or very local sources is used. Seeding after prescribed fire is the 
most common method of inter-seeding remnants. Disking or other soil disturbance should not be used in 
remnants as a means of incorporating seed. 

Timing 
Seeding should be timed to correspond to site-preparation methods. The installation of forb seed is commonly 
conducted in late fall or late winter. Seeding during these times of year provides time for forb seeds to be 
stratified (break dormancy). Late winter seeding is generally conducted when there is less than a foot of snow 
and temperatures are around freezing or slightly higher. An advantage of seeding in late winter is that freeze 
thaw action can help incorporate seed into the soil. Inter-seeding can be conducted in spring or early summer, 
but some type of packing or dragging is beneficial. A potential strategy is to broadcast forb seed followed by 
seeding grasses with a seed drill that is equipped with a roller that can enhance establishment by promoting 
seed to soil contact.  

Seedling Care  
During the first two years after inter-seeding, burning should be avoided to prevent damage to seedlings.  
Mowing is an important method to promote seedling establishment and growth after seeding. Frequent mowing 
(bi-weekly if possible) to a plant height of 6-8 inches is recommended for two seasons in non-native grasslands 
and restored/reconstructed native prairie.  

Monitoring  
Monitoring the success of inter-seeding efforts is important to better understand the effectiveness of methods 
and to guide future efforts.  

Resources 
Broadcast Update, Detroit Lakes WMD, Larry Hanson, US Fish and Wildlife Service  

Effects of Frequent Mowing on Survival and Persistence of Forbs Seeded into a Species-Poor Grassland, Williams, W. D., 
Jackson L.L., Smith D.D.  

Establishing Tallgrass Prairie on Grazed Permanent Pasture in the Upper Midwest, Jackson, L.  

Forb and Legume Inter-seeding for Wildlife (645) Biology Job Sheet #13, USDA, NRCS  

Getting Started in Prairie Revegetation, A Recipe for Success, USDA, NRCS, 2005.  

Increasing Diversity in Prairie  Restorations – Why and How, Chris, H., Packard, S.  

Precision Prairie Reconstruction (PPR): A Technique for Increasing Native Forb Species Richness in an Established 
Grass Matrix, Ecological Restoration, Grygiel, E., Norland, J., Biondini, M.  

The Tallgrass Restoration Handbook, for Prairies, Savannas and woodlands, Packard, S., Mutel, C.  
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