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Establishing Wildflower Meadows in New

Jersey Detention Basins

water detention basinsgenerally fallsinto one

of two categories. Either they areintensively
manicured as turf, or they become overgrown with
weeds and non-native grasses and ultimately evolve
into shrubs or forest. Thefirst management strategy is
costly, as it requires frequent mowing and chemical
applications to maintain the manicured appearance
oftendesired by adjacent residents. Thesecond vegeta
tion management strategy can becharacterized asnoth-
ing more than benign neglect.

A third vegetation management approach has re-
cently been promoted by the Mercer County Soil Con-
servation District in New Jersey. They advocate the
establishment of wildflower meadowsindry detention
ponds, to create a more attractive appearance without
the need for frequent mowing. Ten detention basins
were planted in 1991 and various establishment tech-
niques subsequently evaluated. The meadows were
establishedwith both annual and perennia wildflowers
at relatively low cost (from 1/2 to one cent more per
squarefoot compared to conventional hydroseeding of
fescue with topsoil amendments).

Soilsinmost detention pondsarepoor, souptofive
inches of topsoil was initially added. A nurse crop of
Sheep Fescue was established, seeded at arate of 20
Ibs/acre along with conventional seeding or
hydroseeding of commercial wildflower mixesat about
10to121bs/acre. “Clean” straw mulch (i.e., relatively
weed-freewheat or barley straw) was applied at 1,000
to 1,500/Ibg/acre for initial erosion control and weed
suppression.

First year establishment of a wildflower meadow
was attained at most sites, as determined by visual
surveys. Poor establishment wasobserved indetention
ponds that were subject to frequent inundation (i.e.,
experiencing morethan 48 hours of inundation five or
more times during the growing season). This finding
suggests that wildflower meadows will be hard to
establish in extended detention basins. Seed mixesare
availablefor these wet areas, but they are more costly.

Fertilization did not have apositive effect on wild-
flower establishment, and may have actually benefited
competing weeds and grasses. Annual mowing isre-
quired, eitherinthefall (for maximum seed dispersal) or
inthelatewinter (for maximumwinter wildlifecover).
| deally, mowing equipment should be used that cutsat

T he vegetative management of existing storm

four incheshigh, but thisequipment isseldom commer-
cialy available. Overseeding of annual wildflowersin
thespring or perennial wildflowersinthefall isneeded
tomaintaindiversity inthemeadowsover time. Experi-
encehasshownthat perennial wildflower meadowswill
become dominated by a few species in three or four
yearsif they arenot annually overseeded (Brash, pers.
comm.).

Best results were obtained when the meadow was
established soon after the construction of the pond. To
prevent erosion during pond construction, it may be
advisable to use oats or sheep fescue to achieverapid,
temporary vegetativecover during construction (avoid-
ing the more aggressive tall fescues mixtures that are
commonly used for this purpose).

For exi sting detention ponds, it may benecessary to
use Roundup® or other herbicidestokill theaggressive
grasses and permit the development of the
slower-growingwildflower species. A moreexpensive
but non-chemical approach, would beto scrapethetop
three inches of soil, and replace it with topsoil.

Thewildflower meadow approach appearsto bean
attractive vegetation management option for the drier
portions of many stormwater ponds, aslong as annual
mowing and overseeding are performed.
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