
How To Tips 
Landscaping Suggestions for Shady Yards 

 
Part of what makes Greenbelt so special is its abundant trees.  However our wealth of 
tree cover can also present some challenges in yard landscaping.  If your yard has 
partial to full shade this information sheet will provide some of the landscaping options 
for a beautiful GHI yard. 
 
Grass options for shady yards 
If your yard has at least partial sun during the summer months you can probably 
maintain a healthy grass layer by following these tips.   

 Choose the right seed type. Mixes with Red Fescue and Perennial Rye tend to 
do better in shady yards.  Make sure to read the label on any seed mix you buy 
to make sure what type of seed you are buying. 

 Fertilize and aerate your yard in the spring.  
 Don’t mow too short. Let the grass grow to 3-3.5 inches in shady areas. Short 

cutting will overstress the plants.  
 See “How to Tips Establishing a Great Lawn” for more details. 

 
Leaving the turf behind 
If your yard is full shade during the summer, growing grass is probably not an option. 
Consider yourself lucky.  This means you don’t need to worry about mowing.  But you 
do need to cover bare spots to prevent erosion.  Don’t worry there are options for 
heavily shaded yards that are both beautiful and manageable.   
 
Ground Moss 
Ground moss plants are a low-growing, no-maintenance grass alternative.  Some 
mosses, massed together, give a smooth appearance, including rock cap mosses 
(Dicranum), fern mosses (Thuidium) and the aptly named "cushion" mosses 
(Leucobryum).  Other moss plants have a relatively spikier appearance, including 
haircap moss and sphagnum moss. Both types can be used in shade gardens, 
depending on the look you're trying to achieve.   
 
Most mosses require shady spots, making them ideal constituents of shade gardens. 
They also like moisture.  Many moss species not only tolerate, but require compaction 
in the soil beneath them -- just the opposite of most specimens sold at nurseries.  Moss 
plants like a soil with a pH that is acidic (5.0 - 5.5).  These combined attributes make 
mosses a perfect choice for many GHI yards.  
 
Mulches & Stone 
Adding mulches and stone to your yard can be another attractive way to cover exposed 
soil in full shade yards. There are many varieties of colored mulches, woodchips, 
decorative stones and gravel available at local garden centers.  
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Use plastic edging to create decorative designs or to keep landscaping materials in 
designated areas in your yard.  
 
Shrubs and Groundcover 
To achieve a diverse woodland yard consider planting understory trees and shrubs 
along with shade tolerant groundcover plants.  Some native and ornamental options are 
listed below. (Note: * Indicates tolerant of full shade) 
 
Low Shrubs 
Black Huckleberry [Gaylussacia baccata] 
Box Huckleberry [Gaylussacia brachycera] 
Cliff Green [Paxistima spp.] 
Cranberry [Vaccinium macrocarpon] 
Creeping Juniper [Juniperus horizontalis] 
Creeping Mahonia [Mahonia repens]* 
Dwarf Huckleberry [Gaylussacia dumosa] 
Longleaf Mahonia [Mahonia nervosa]* 
Low Bush Blueberry [Vaccinium angustifolium] 
Small Black Blueberry [Vaccniium tenellum] 
Velvetleaf Blueberry [Vaccinium myrtilloides] 
Yellowroot [Xanthorhiza simplicissima]* 
 

Ornamental Grasses, Ferns, and Ground 
Vines 
Canada Mayflower [Maianthemam canadense]* 
Christmas Fern [Polystichum acrostichoides]* 
Creeping Blueberry [Vaccinium crassifolium]* 
Green and Gold [Chrysogonum virginianum]* 
Liriope [Liriope muscari]* 
Mondograss [Ophiopogon japonicus]* 
Mountain Stone Crop [Sedum ternatum]* 
Pachysandra*  
Partridgeberry [Michella repens]* 
Round-lobed hepatica [Hepatica �mericana]* 
Sensitive Fern [Onoclea sensibilis]* 
Straw Lilly [Uvularia sessilifolia]* 
Wintergreen [Gaultheria procumbens]* 

 
 
Helpful Hints 
Hint:  For high traffic areas, such as paths and walkways consider using mulch, 
woodchips, gravel, or step stones to provide a good walking surface.   
 
Hint:  If you have active outdoor companion animals, maintaining grass or other 
growing groundcovers in shady yards will be difficult.  Placing mulch or woodchips 
around the inside perimeter of your fence will provide a good alternative to bare soil.  
 
Hint:  Do not put mulches or woodchips near downspouts or swale areas. In heavy 
rains they will wash away.  Consider using crushed stone or gravel in these areas if you 
can’t get grass to grow.  Remember do NOT obstruct the drainage of the swale in your 
yard. This will cause water to pond and might lead to water damage in your unit.  
 
Hint:  Remember in fully wooded yards it is ok to leave the leaves on the ground in your 
yard in place of grass and other ground covers.  The leaves will form a natural mulch 
layer that will improve soil nutrients when they decompose.  
 
Hint:  Don’t forget free mulch and rich soil is available from the City of Greenbelt by the 
Northway Fields. Your co-op fees have already paid for this wonderful and convenient 
service. 
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