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Designing seed mixes 

DAVE WILLIAMS 
 

Overview 

A well-planned seed mix is essential to reconstructing a diverse and stable plant community. 

Selecting species for any native planting involves knowing the physical characteristics of the 

site (soil type, hydrology, slope, aspect, and sunlight exposure) then choosing the most 

appropriate native plants for that site. All native plantings should include grasses, sedges, and 

forbs (both legume and non-legume species). The seed mix should also include annual, biennial, 

and perennial species to foster both early establishment and maintain long-term diversity. The 

cost and availability of the seed is often the primary factor in determining which species and 

how much seed of a species gets included in a seed mix. Seeding calculators are valuable tools 

to enable practitioners to develop diverse seed mixes within a seed budget.  It is also important 

to consider the source of seed and the ratio of forb to grass species in the mix.  A well-planned 

seed mix will result in a diverse, weed-resistant prairie plant community that will last a lifetime. 

 

Criteria for Species Selection 

Selecting the appropriate species of native plants is one of the first steps in planning a 

reconstruction project. It requires information on site conditions (soil types/moisture, slope, 

aspect), species characteristics (geographic distribution, light requirements, life span, 

phenology), appropriate seed sources, and seed cost.  All these factors, which are discussed 

below, affect the kind and number of species included in a seed mix. 

 

SOIL TYPES AND MOISTURE 

Each soil type is a unique blend of sand, silt, clay, and organic matter that affects how the soil 

drains and retains water. Every plant species has evolved to grow within a certain range of soil 

moisture conditions.  Planting species that are best adapted to the soil moisture(s) of the site will 

ensure their persistence in the planting. Include only native grasses, sedges, and forbs in the 

seed mix that match the soil moisture conditions of the site. 
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 There are five general soil moisture categories: wet (hydric), wet-mesic, mesic (moderate), 

dry-mesic, and dry (xeric).  Hydric soils include poorly drained, and very poorly-drained soils 

that typically have standing water for part or most of the growing season. Examples of Iowa 

hydric soil series include: Palm’s Muck, Clyde, Colo, Coland, Garwin, Maxfield, and Sawmill. 

Proceed carefully with sites that have hydric soils.  These areas may harbor prairie remnants 

because they were typically too wet to farm.  Wet-mesic soils include somewhat poorly drained 

lighter-colored clay soils.  Examples of Iowa wet-mesic soils include: Amana, Cooper, Floyd, 

Kensett and Muscatine.  Mesic soils include well drained and moderately well-drained, loamy 

soils. Examples of Iowa mesic soil series include: Bassett, Dinsdale, Kenyon, Olin, Rockton, 

and Saude.  Dry-mesic soils include somewhat excessively drained glaciofluvial, eolian, and 

thick loess soils.  Examples of Iowa dry-mesic soil series include: Dickman, Hamburg, Flager, 

and Zenor.  Xeric soils include excessively drained sandy or gravelly soils and shallow loam 

soils on steep slopes and ridges. Examples of Iowa xeric soil series include: Bertram, Chelsea, 

Dickinson, Finchford, Flagler, and Sparta.  To determine the soil type of your site, visit with 

your local Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) office to obtain a soils map or look 

online at www.nrcs.usda.gov. 

 

SLOPE AND ASPECT 

The site conditions on a slope and the direction it faces (aspect) affect the establishment of 

native plants. The upper portion of a slope is usually drier than the lower portion; south and 

west aspects are relatively more xeric than the north and east aspects at the same elevation. 

Thus, there is a sorting of species along the moisture gradient from top to bottom of a slope and 

around it as the aspect changes. Vegetative changes due to slope and aspect can be seen in many 

native plantings in roadside rights-of-way. These sites often transition from dry to mesic to wet 

soils in a small area, and the changes in species composition associated with those soils’ 

moistures can be dramatic. If the slope is gradual and the changes in moisture conditions can be 

easily seen, the extra effort to seed only the species that match the moisture condition of the soil 

may improve establishment of those species.  If the soil moisture gradient isn’t as apparent, 

slopes will need to be “shotgun” seeded with all species, requiring inclusion of species in the 

seed mix that match each moisture condition. 

 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/site/ia/home/
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GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION 

Select species that are native to the region of the planting site. The best estimates of species 

distribution have been determined through observing local remnants and herbarium collections 

of plants found in native prairies.  A region can be defined as the home county and the 

contiguous counties around it. If a species is not present in the region of the planting site, it 

should be left out of the seed mix. It is possible that a species not currently present in a given 

region may have occurred there at some point in time, but without evidence of its presence, the 

recommendation we recommend that you not plant it. To obtain a list of tallgrass prairie species 

(grasses, forbs, and sedges) native to your county, visit the USDA-NRCS Plants Web site at 

plants.usda.gov. 

 

LIGHT REQUIREMENTS 

Light availability in nature is a continuum from full sunlight tallgrass prairies to sun flecks as in 

a closed canopy forest.  Select species that are appropriate to the light conditions of the planting 

site.  If the planting site is adjacent to a woodland and is subjected to reduced sunlight, choose 

species that are adapted to partial shading.  Most seed catalogues group prairie species into three 

light categories: full, partial, and complete shade. 

 

DIVERSITY 

A prairie seed mix that includes 

species from each plant group 

(warm- and cool-season grasses, 

legume and non-legume forbs, and 

sedges) will result in a stable, weed-

resistant plant community that will 

attract and sustain wildlife (fig. 1). 

Plant diversity and plant invasion are 

related: Tilman (1997) found that as 

plant diversity increases in a prairie, 

invasion by a new plant species 

into that plant community was less 
Fig. 1. Invasion of Canada thistle into a species-poor native 
grass planting in Black Hawk County, Iowa. 
 

http://plants.usda.gov/java/
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likely to occur. This is one reason why so many species-diverse prairie remnants have been able 

to exclude many non-native weeds. We don't know how many prairie plant species are needed 

in a prairie reconstruction to exclude perennial weeds however there is an increased chance that 

a species-rich prairie planting will eliminate germinating weed seed by being a better competitor 

for resources. It may be inexpensive on the front end of the project to plant only a few grass and 

forb species, but eliminating weeds that have invaded a native planting can be difficult and 

costly down the road (fig. 2). 
 

 
 

 

 

There is also a link between species diversity and the response to climatic extremes. Tilman and 

Downing (1994) showed that species-diverse plantings had less reduction in biomass and 

recovered faster from drought than species-poor plantings. This is important because reduced 

biomass (food and cover) could seriously impact wild and domestic animals dependent on plant 

growth for survival.  Species-diverse plantings can also result in increased diversity of other 

organisms. Ries et al. (2001) found butterflies preferred native plantings that had grasses and 

forbs over native plantings with only grasses. Adding native forbs to the seed mix attracts 

Fig. 2. A species diverse prairie reconstruction planted in 2001 at Big Woods Lake in 
Cedar Falls, Iowa.  The seed mix included 79 species of grasses, sedges and forbs – 
61 species were detected in 2007.    
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insects and wildlife, such as pheasant chicks, that feed exclusively on insects.  Species-diverse 

seed mixes should be strongly considered for all native plantings. 

 

PHENOLOGY 

Tallgrass prairie plants exhibit a wide range of growth characteristics. These plants have 

evolved to take advantage of available resources throughout the growing season. Some grasses 

and sedges germinate, grow, and flower in spring or fall (cool-season plants), while others 

germinate in late spring, and grow and flower in the summer (warm-season grasses). For a 

prairie planting to resist non-native weed invasion, the planting must include native species 

from both cool- and warm-season grasses, forbs, and sedges. Leaving out any of these groups 

will expose the planting to weed invasion. In the tallgrass prairie region, it is common to have 

non-native cool-season grasses like smooth brome and Kentucky bluegrass invade a prairie 

planting. We often discover that many of these plantings lack native cool-season grasses and 

sedges to compete with smooth brome and Kentucky bluegrass.  

 

LIFE SPAN 

Native plants can be classified as annuals, biennals, and perennials. Annual plants germinate, 

flower, and die in one growing season. Biennials germinate and remain vegetative in the first 

year, flower, and die in the second year. The benefits of having native annuals and biennials in 

the seed mix are three-fold. Annuals and biennials readily germinate and grow large in the first 

growing season, covering more bare soil and thereby reducing the potential soil erosion. In 

addition, their rapid growth may reduce weed abundance by competing with weeds for 

resources in years one and two. Lastly, native annuals and biennials flower by Year 2, creating a 

native seed bank to recolonize bare soil created by disturbances that could occur in the future. 

Most native species are perennials; they flower and survive year after year.  Perennials provide 

long-term diversity and stability. As the planting matures, the perennials predominate.  To 

create a persistent and species-diverse native planting, all seed mixes should contain native 

annuals, biennials, and perennials. 
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APPROPRIATE SOURCES 

The source of seed for reconstructing prairie is a growing concern to resource managers. Seed 

derived from multiple remnant sources within the region of the planting site may be better 

adapted to the climate and soils of a site than seed from distant sources. Preliminary research 

supports this premise. Williams et al. (2006) found that plants grown from switchgrass seed 

collected from Iowa remnants had greater growth and survivorship when grown in Iowa than 

did plants grown from seed of switchgrass cultivars originating in Nebraska and South Dakota. 

Seed used for a native planting should be derived from prairie remnants within the region of the 

planting site. 

 

COST 

Another critical factor influencing the number and kind of species included in a seed mix is the 

cost of the seed. The commercial price for native prairie seed varies greatly by species. In 2007, 

prairie phlox seed cost $900/lb compared to gray-headed coneflower seed at $45/lb. Deciding 

how many of the more expensive forbs to include depends upon the seed budget and the 

preference of the person paying for the seed. Consider including some expensive forbs in seed 

mixes; costs can be controlled by lowering seeding rates of the expensive species. Government 

programs, such as the United States Department of Agriculture Wetlands Reserve Program, 

Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program, and Conservation Reserve Program, will have seed costs 

that vary with program criteria, objectives, and landowner resources. We advocate planting for 

maximum diversity. It is better to include more species in the seed mix and lower seed rates 

than to plant fewer species with higher seed rates.  See Tables 1, 2, and 3 for a diverse seed mix 

for wet-mesic, mesic and dry sites in Iowa. 

 

Cover Crops and Nurse Crops 

A cover crop can be used to seed a site if it is not an appropriate time to seed natives (from July 

1 to Oct. 15).  Practitioners often plant non-native annual cereal crops that can quickly stabilize 

the soil and reduce weeds until the time is more appropriate to seed natives.  

 Nurse crops are usually cereal grains crops that are planted with the natives and seeded at a 

lower rate than when planted as a cover crop.  The readily germinating seed and quickly 

maturing plants make nurse crops good competitors against weeds and effective at holding the 
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soil in place on erodible sites while native seedlings are getting established.  Due to their life 

history characteristics, nurse crops tend to diminish from the prairie planting by the third year. 

Many practitioners already include native nurse crop species in their seed mixes. 
 

 
Fig. 3.  Oats planted as a cover crop in early summer to stabilize the soil and 
reduce weeds.  Prairie seed was planted in the following fall into the oat sod with 
a no-till grass drill. 

 
 

Prepackaged Seed Mixes 

Many prepackaged native prairie seed mixes are commercially available. Scrutinize each 

species in the seed mix. Check the label to verify that each species is native to the planting site 

and that the seed originated from multiple remnant sources from the region of the planting site. 

Reputable native seed nurseries can provide you with seed-source information if it is not listed 

on the tag. If you cannot determine the origin of the seed, don’t buy it.  Avoid mixes that have 

generic titles such as Midwest wildflowers, wildflower mix, and Midwest adapted. 

 

Developing a Seed Mix Using the Seed Calculator 

High-quality seed of hundreds of native prairie species is commercially available today. The 

cost of seed varies greatly by species, but forb seed usually adds significantly to the cost of a 
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seed mix. The high cost of native seed has forced us to develop a more precise method of 

designing seed mixes. The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) in Iowa has 

developed a seed calculator program to design seed mixes based upon the number of seeds per 

square foot for each species. For a free copy of the seed calculator program, visit their website 

at www.nrcs.usda.gov. The seed calculator will automatically calculate the cost of seeds based 

upon species selected and their cost. Seed cost can be rapidly recalculated with changes in 

species selection and seed quantities using the seed calculator. Seeding rate is the total number 

of live seeds sowed per unit area (seeds per square foot). When using the seeding calculator, 

consider the following recommendations. 
 

• All prairie reconstructions should be planted with a minimum of 40 seeds per 

square foot. Planting fewer seeds than 40 seeds per square foot may result in a 

weedy plant community. For slopes of 3:1 or greater, 60 to 80 seeds per square 

foot is recommended because of potential seed loss due to erosion.  

• Always use a nurse crop on erodible sites. For recommended species, seeding 

rates, and seeding times. 

• Develop a species-diverse seed mix. Include a minimum of 6 grasses (cool and 

warm-season), 3 sedges, and 25 forbs (5 legume and 20 non-legume species).  

• A 50:50 mix of grass seed to forb seed will produce a prairie planting rich in 

forbs. Therefore, if the seeding rate is 40 seeds per square foot, 20 seeds per 

square foot are grass and sedge seed and 20 seeds per square foot are forb seed. 

• Choose grass, sedge, and forb species native to your region and most appropriate 

for the soil moisture conditions of the site.  

• Include annual, biennial, and perennial forb species in the seed mix. Generally, 1 

seed per square foot of native annuals and biennals will result in many adult 

plants. Annuals and biennials should not exceed 10 percent of the total forb seed. 

Try to equalize the number of seeds per square foot of the perennial forbs as the 

budget will allow. 

• Consider including some expensive species that are appropriate for the site at a 

seeding rate that you can afford. Typically, a species’ cost reflects how difficult it 

is to produce its seed. However, cost should not be the only reason for including 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/site/ia/home/
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the species in the seed mix. Therefore, if the site conditions are appropriate, add a 

little cream false indigo, prairie phlox, or flowering spurge. A small amount of 

seed is better than no seed. 

• For a dormant planting, increase the seeds per square foot of grass and sedge 

species by 25 percent due to increased seed mortality (Henderson and Kern 1999, 

Meyer and Gaynor 2002). For example, if the seed mix contains 20 grass/sedge 

seeds per square foot for a non-dormant seeding, 25 seeds per square foot should 

be used for dormant seeding. A possible exception to this may be switchgrass, 

which has a hard seed coat that can overwinter. The seeding rate for forbs need 

not be changed for a dormant seeding. 

• Planting seed at the proper depth (1/8 to 1/4 in.) and ensuring good seed-to-soil 

contact is essential for any seed to germinate and establish. Proper seed placement 

is less certain when broadcast seeding (hydroseeding, hand seeding, and 

broadcast/drop seeders). If broadcast seeding methods are used, seeding rates for 

grasses, sedges and forbs should be increased up to 30 percent (Henderson and 

Kern 1999). 
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Table 1.  Recommended native seed mix for 1 acre wet-mesic soils sites in Iowa (except Loess Hills).  
 

Species 
Seeds/ 
Ounce 

Moisture 
Class 

Seeds/ 
Sq. foot 

PLS 
(Ounces) 

Grasses/sedges 
    Big Bluestem  10000 W-M-D 3.00 13.07 

Blue Joint Grass 248880 W-M 3.00 0.53 
Lance-Fruited Oval Sedge 84000 W-M 3.00 1.56 
Common Fox Sedge 34000 W-M 2.00 2.56 
Brown Fox Sedge 100000 W-M 3.00 1.31 
Virginia Wild Rye 4200 W-M 1.00 10.37 
Fowl Manna Grass 160000 W-M 3.00 0.82 
Switchgrass 16000 W-M-D 0.50 1.36 
Prairie Cordgrass  6040 W-M 2.00 14.42 

   
20.50 45.99 

Forbs 
    Indigo Bush 3700 W-M 0.10 1.18 

Swamp Milkweed  4800 W-M 0.50 4.54 
New England Aster  67500 W-M-D 0.50 0.32 
Milk Vetch  18662 W-M-D 1.00 2.33 
Prairie Indian Plantain 4700 W-M 0.25 2.32 
Showy Tick Trefoil 5500 M 0.25 1.98 
Rattlesnake Master  7500 W-M-D 0.25 1.45 
Joe Pye Weed 95000 W-M 1.00 0.46 
Boneset 160000 W 1.00 0.27 
Grass Leaved Goldenrod 200000 W-M 2.00 0.44 
Bottle Gentian 280000 W-M 2.00 0.31 
Wild Geranium 5000 W-M 0.50 4.36 
Sneezeweed  130000 W-M 3.00 1.01 
Bigtooth Sunflower  13440 W-M-D 0.25 0.81 
Ox-Eye Sunflower 6300 W-M 0.50 3.46 
Prairie Blazingstar 11000 M 0.25 0.99 
Great Blue Lobelia  500000 W-M 2.00 0.17 
Fringed Loosestrife 39000 W-M 0.20 0.22 
Wing-Angled Loosestrife 9000 W-M 0.25 1.21 
Wild Bergamot 75000 W-M-D 1.00 0.58 
Common Mt. Mint  220000 W-M 2.00 0.40 
Smooth Goldenrod 250000 W-M 1.00 0.17 
Purple Meadow Rue 11000 W-M 0.50 1.98 
Blue Vervain 93000 W-M 1.00 0.47 
Ironweed  24000 W-M 0.25 0.45 
Culver's Root  800000 W-M 2.00 0.11 
Purple Vetch 5000 W-M 0.25 2.18 
Golden Alexanders  11000 W-M 1.00 3.96 

   
24.70 36.95 
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Table 2. Recommended native seed mix for 1-acre mesic soils sites in Iowa (except Loess Hills).  

Species 
Seeds/ 
Ounce 

Moisture 
Class 

Seeds/ 
Sq. foot 

PLS 
(Ounces) 

Grasses 
    Big Bluestem 10000 W-M-D 3.00 13.07 

Side-Oats Grama 8650 M-D 2.00 10.07 
Bebb's Oval Sedge 34000 M 1.50 1.92 
Copper-Shouldered Oval 
Sedge 17000 M 0.50 1.28 
Plains Oval Sedge 29000 M-D 0.50 0.75 
Field Oval Sedge 25000 M-D 0.50 0.87 
Canada Wildrye  6200 M-D 1.00 7.03 
Switchgrass 16000 W-M-D 1.00 2.72 
Little Bluestem 15300 M-D 4.00 11.39 
Indiangrass 11500 M-D 3.00 11.36 
Tall Dropseed  30000 M-D 3.00 4.36 
Prairie Dropseed 16000 M-D 0.10 0.27 

   
20.10 65.09 

Forbs 
    Leadplant 17884 M-D 0.25 0.61 

Canada Anemone 8000 M-D 0.10 0.54 
Thimbleweed  16485 M-D 0.05 0.13 
Prairie Sage  250000 M-D 1.00 0.17 
Butterfly Milkweed  3350 M-D 0.10 1.30 
Milk Vetch  18662 W-M-D 1.00 2.33 
White Wild Indigo   1700 M-D 0.05 1.28 
Partridge Pea  2700 M-D 0.50 8.07 
Prairie Coreopsis 11000 M-D 0.05 0.20 
Purple Prairie Clover  18950 M-D 2.00 4.60 
Showy Tick Trefoil  5500 M 0.25 1.98 
Pale Purple Coneflower  5300 M-D 0.75 6.16 
Rattlesnake Master 6816 W-M-D 0.50 3.20 
Ox-Eye Sunflower  6300 M-D 1.00 6.91 
Round-Headed Bush Clover  9000 M-D 0.25 1.21 
Prairie Blazingstar 11000 M 0.50 1.98 
Wild Bergamot 75000 W-M-D 1.00 0.58 
Stiff Goldenrod  41000 M-D 1.00 1.06 
Prairie Phlox  19000 M-D 0.10 0.23 
Common Mt. Mint  220000 W-M 1.00 0.20 
Yellow Coneflower  30000 M-D 1.00 1.45 
Black-Eyed susan 84064 M-D 1.00 0.52 
Compass Plant 660 M-D 0.10 6.60 
Showy Goldenrod  103600 M-D 2.00 0.84 
Smooth blue Aster 48000 M-D 2.00 1.82 
New England Aster 61628 W-M-D 1.00 0.71 
Prairie Spiderwort  10000 W-M-D 0.10 0.44 
Hoary Vervain 28000 M-D 0.10 0.16 
Culvers Root 730500 W-M 1.00 0.06 
Golden Alexanders 9950 W-M 1.00 4.38 

   
20.75 59.71 
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Table 3. Recommended native seed mix for 1-acre dry soil sites in Iowa (except Loess Hills).  

Species 
Seeds/ 
Ounce 

Moisture 
Class 

Seeds/ 
Sq. foot 

PLS 
(Ounces) 

Big Bluestem  10000 W-M-D 1.00 4.4 
Side-Oats Grama  8650 M-D 3.00 15.1 
Plains Oval Sedge 29000 M-D 0.50 0.8 
Long-Awned Bracted Sedge 12000 M-D 0.50 1.8 
Field Oval Sedge 25000 M-D 0.50 0.9 
Scribner's Panic Grass 9000 M-D 0.75 3.6 
Canada Wildrye 6200 M-D 1.00 7.0 
Porcupine Grass 2132 D 0.10 2.0 
June Grass  400000 D 2.00 0.2 
Switchgrass 16000 W-M-D 0.50 1.4 
Little Bluestem  15300 M-D 4.00 11.4 
Indian Grass  11500 M-D 3.00 11.4 
Tall Dropseed  30000 M-D 3.00 4.4 
Prairie Dropseed  15000 M-D 0.25 0.7 

   
20.10 65.0 

     Leadplant 17884 M-D 0.25 0.6 
Canada Anemone 8000 M-D 0.10 0.5 
Thimbleweed  16485 M-D 0.10 0.3 
Prairie Sage  250000 M-D 2.00 0.3 
Butterfly Milkweed 3350 M-D 0.25 3.3 
Whorled Milkweed 11000 M-D 0.10 0.4 
Milk Vetch  18662 W-M-D 1.00 2.3 
Cream Wild Indigo   1400 M-D 0.05 1.6 
False Boneset 32000 M-D 0.20 0.3 
Partridge Pea  2700 M-D 0.25 4.0 
New Jersey Tea 7600 M-D 0.20 1.1 
Prairie Coreopsis  11000 M-D 0.10 0.4 
White Prairie Clover  18230 M-D 1.00 2.4 
Pale Purple Coneflower  5300 M-D 0.25 2.1 
Tall Boneset  50000 M-D 0.25 0.2 
Flowering Spurge 8000 M-D 0.10 0.5 
Prairie Sunflower  4480 M-D 0.25 2.4 
Ox-Eye Sunflower  6300 M-D 0.50 3.5 
Alumroot 700000 M-D 0.10 0.0 
Round-Headed Bush Clover  9000 M-D 0.50 2.4 
Rough Blazingstar 15500 M-D 1.00 2.8 
Wild Bergamot 75000 W-M-D 2.00 1.2 
Stiff Goldenrod 41000 M-D 1.00 1.1 
Prairie Phlox  19000 M-D 0.10 0.2 
Tall Cinquefoil 230000 M-D 0.10 0.0 
Yellow Coneflower 30000 M-D 1.00 1.5 
Black-Eyed Susan 92000 M-D 1.00 0.5 
Wild Petunia 5200 M-D 0.10 0.8 
Compass Plant  660 M-D 0.10 6.6 
Old Field Goldenrod  300000 D 1.00 0.1 
Showy Goldenrod 103600 M-D 1.00 0.4 
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Table 3. (Continued) 
     

Species 
Seeds/ 
Ounce 

Moisture 
Class 

Seeds/ 
Sq. foot 

PLS 
(Ounces) 

Smooth Blue Aster  52670 M-D 2.00 1.7 
New England Aster  67500 W-M-D 1.00 0.6 
Silky Aster  476000 D 1.00 0.1 
Prairie Spiderwort 8000 M-D 0.10 0.5 

   
20.05 46.8 

 

 

Summary 

• Planting species adapted to the soil moisture conditions of the site will ensure their 

establishment and persistence in the planting. 

• Slopes can have variable moisture conditions. Plant species adapted to each condition. 

• Select species that are native to the region of the planting site. 

• Plant species that are appropriate to the light conditions of the site. 

• A diverse seed mix will result in a stable, persistent plant community that will attract and 

sustain wildlife. 

• All seed mixes should contain grasses, sedges, and forbs (include both legume and non-

legume forbs). 

• All seed mixes should contain annual, biennial, and perennial forbs. 

• Seed of annual and biennial forbs should not exceed 10 percent of the total forb seed. 

• Plant seed derived from prairie remnants within the region of the planting site. 

• Expensive forbs should not be excluded from seed mixes; costs can be controlled by 

lowering seeding rates. A small amount of seed is better than no seed. 

• Design a seed mix, with a goal to create a prairie planting with maximum species diversity. 

• Seeding calculator programs can automatically calculate the cost of seed for a given area 

and recalculate seed cost with changes in species selection and seed quantities. 

• Prairie reconstructions should be planted with a minimum of 40 seeds per square foot. For 

slopes of 3:1 or greater, 60 to 80 seeds per square foot is recommended because of potential 

loss due to erosion. 
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• For a diverse planting we recommend 8 grasses (cool and warm-season), 4 sedges, and 25 

forbs (5 legume and 20 non-legumes species). 

• Plant at least a 50:50 ratio of grass to forb seed. 

• For a dormant planting, increase the seeds per square foot of warm-season grass species by 

25 percent (except switchgrass). The seeding rate for forbs need not be changed for a 

dormant or non-dormant seeding. 

• Plant seed at the proper depth and ensure good seed to soil contact. If broadcast seeding 

methods are used, seeding rates should be increased up to 30 percent (Henderson and Kern 

1999). 

• Avoid mixes that have generic titles like: Midwest wildflowers, wildflower mix, and 

Midwest adapted.  Naturalized plant species are non-native and should not be planted. 

• Cover crops are planted to stabilize the soil and reduce weeds when seeding times are 

inappropriate for seeding natives (from July 1 to Oct 15). 

• Always include a nurse crop in the seed mix with the native seed to reduce soil loss on 

erodible sites.  
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