
What can you plant?
“Soft landscaping” includes flowers, grasses, 
shrubs and plant-based mulch. Plants must be 
one m or less in height, and 75 cm or less in height 
in the visibility triangle at a street corner. 

We encourage you to use plants that are locally 
native because they will best support the 
butterflies, bees, and birds that evolved with these 
plants. Ornamental plants that are not invasive are 
also permitted. 

Which plants are not allowed?
Residents may not plant trees in the ROW. If you 
would like a tree (there are many reasons you 
should), please contact the City’s Trees in Trust 
program. 

At present, the City does not allow plants for 
consumption, such as vegetables and herbs. This 
will be reviewed in 2024. 

Residential 
gardening 

in the City’s right of way

In 2023 the City of Ottawa’s Use and Care of Roads By-law 2003-498 was updated to permit 
residents to plant on the land that abuts your property, adjacent to the street. This land, known as 
the right of way (ROW) or boulevard is owned by the City, but cared for by the resident (see Section 
5A in the bylaw for details and the summary on the website).

How deep is the ROW?
Check how deep the City’s ROW is by entering 
your address on the City’s GeoOttawa map. The 
ROW may be the first two or three metres (m) 
from the curb, which in older areas may be most 
of the front yard.

What do you need to know?
The City now allows you to install “soft 
landscaping,” which means plant-based material, 
on ROWs in residential neighbourhoods. You are 
not allowed to use bricks, pavers, rocks, stones, 
concrete, tiles, or wood (including raised beds).  

To prevent damage to tree roots and maintain 
access to infrastructure, the City has set the 
following limits or “set-backs”. This means you 
can’t plant directly beside these objects and must 
maintain a minimum distance, as highlighted in 
the following table.

Item Planting distance*

Municipal tree 1 m

Catch basin & manhole 1.5 m

Fire hydrant & 
Hydro transformer box*

1.5 m from side and 
back, 3 m from front

Other infrastructure (e.g. 
light standard, hydro pole)

1 m

Bus stops* 5–25 m

* Refer to the City’s summary page for details and diagrams.

Why plant in the ROW? 
Our cities need more green spaces that add beauty 
and biodiversity. Planting within the ROW can 
create connected corridors of habitat for pollinators 
and make our ecosystem more resilient. Replacing 
turf-grass with plants can help minimize flooding, 
restore groundwater, provide cooler areas for 
walking, and help our planet stay cool.

This ROW space between the sidewalk and the road is planted 
with Lance-leaved Coreopsis, Black-eyed Susan, Butterfly Weed, 
Beebalm, and Swamp Milkweed. Photo by Laura Vargas. 

You can now plant 
right up to the curb 

in front of your 
house! 

https://ottawa.ca/sites/default/files/styles/2x_rectangle_xl/public/2023-08/road%20surface.png?h=f4097b3d&itok=DIlI4VVV
https://ottawa.ca/en/living-ottawa/environment-conservation-and-climate/public-spaces-and-environmental-programs/tree-planting/trees-trust
https://ottawa.ca/en/living-ottawa/laws-licences-and-permits/laws/laws-z/use-and-care-roads-law-no-2003-498
https://ottawa.ca/en/planning-development-and-construction/residential-property-regulations/all-about-your-property/right-way#section-1c288fef-fd59-4b20-a468-e2c7eff406d9%20
https://maps.ottawa.ca/geoottawa/
https://ottawa.ca/en/planning-development-and-construction/residential-property-regulations/all-about-your-property/right-way#section-1c288fef-fd59-4b20-a468-e2c7eff406d9%20


Native flowers and grasses that are drought and 
salt tolerant, and so work well close to the road:

•	 Prairie Smoke	 •	 Black-eyed Susan
•	 Lance-leaved 	 •	 Virginia Mountain Mint 
	 Coreopsis	 •	 Upland White
•	 Butterfly Milkweed		  Goldenrod
•	 Hoary Vervain	 •	 Sky Blue Aster
•	 Nodding Onion	 •	 Heath Aster
•	 Dotted Mint/Spotted	 •	 Grey Goldenrod  
	 Horsemint	 •	 Sideoats Grama (grass)
•	 Pearly Everlasting	 •	 Little Bluestem (grass)

Other native flowers and grasses for sun or  
part-shade:

•	 Golden Alexander	 •	 Anise Hyssop
•	 Canada Columbine	 •	 Great Blue Lobelia
•	 Downy Wood Mint	 •	 June Grass
•	 Wild Bergamot	 •	 Prairie Dropseed (grass)

Other native plants for shade:

•	 Bowman’s Root	 •	 Heart-leaved Aster
•	 Wild Strawberry	 •	 Blue-stemmed
•	 Hairy Wood Mint		  Goldenrod
•	 White Snakeroot	 •	 Zigzag Goldenrod
•	 Large-leaved Aster	 •	 Bottlebrush Grass
•	 Calico Aster	

Native shrubs: 

•	 Northern Bush 	 •	 Pot of Gold/Kalm’s 
	 Honeysuckle		  St. John’s Wort
•	 New Jersey Tea	 •	 Leadplant
•	 Fragrant Sumac	 •	 Shrubby Cinquefoil

Which plants are not allowed?
The bylaw lists some specific invasive plants that 
are not permitted in the ROW, as well as other 
regulated noxious weeds and invasive plants. 
This includes many plants that may still be sold at 
nurseries: 

Invasive ground covers
•	 Creeping Jenny	 •	 Leafy Spurge	
•	 English ivy	 •	 Japanese Spurge
•	 Goutweed		  aka Pachysandra
•	 Periwinkle	 •	 Yellow Archangel
•	 Lily of the Valley	 •	 Spearmint

Invasive shrubs and grasses
•	 Non-native 	 •	 Japanese &    
	 honey-suckle shrubs		  Common Barberry
•	 Burning Bush	 •	 Multiflora roses
•	 Wintercreeper	 •	 Miscanthus grass

The by-law also restricts other invasive plants 
and weeds. Some that may be commonly found 
in and near gardens: 

•	 Dame’s Rocket	 •	 Giant Hogweed
•	 Ditch Lily aka Orange	 •	 Wild Parsnip  
	 Daylily	 •	 Invasive Phragmites
•	 Garlic Mustard	 •	 Ragweed
•	 Dog-strangling Vine	 •	 Wild Chervil
•	 Buckthorns,	 •	 Smooth Bedstraw  
	 (European Glossy)	 •	 Thistles (Canada, Bull)
•	 Knotweeds (Japanese,	 •	 Tansy Ragwort  
	 Bohemian, Giant)	 •	 Coltsfoot
•	 Tree of Heaven

How to get started
•	 Contact Ontario One Call to locate underground  
	 wires and infrastructure so you know where to dig.
•	 Use hand tools only. No machinery is permitted.
•	 Choose low-growing native plants.

Suggestions for native plants that meet the height 
restriction are found below, listed by bloom time, 
from spring to fall. To best help our pollinators,  
try to choose flowers so you have blooms in all 
three seasons.

Find native plants and seeds
Local nurseries that specialize in native 
plants and have info and photos on their 
websites: A Cultivated Art, Solidago Farm, 
Naturaide, and Beaux Arbres aka Ottawa 
Valley Native Plants. Other nurseries like 
Trinkets & Thyme, Stoneridge Gardens, 
Ritchie, Connaught Nursery and Peter 
Knippel are carrying more native plants 
every year.  

The Ottawa Wildflower Seed Library gives 
away free seeds and seedlings of many of 
these species, donated by local gardeners. 

For more information 
Wild Pollinator Partners
Fletcher Wildlife Garden 
Ottawa Wildflower Seed Library
For Our Kids 
Ecology Ottawa
Ottawa-South Eco-action Network

This is a plain-language summary drafted  
by Wild Pollinator Partners, available on  
the web-site: 

Please consult Bylaw 2003-498 for the  
full legal text and the City’s official 
summary.
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https://ontarioonecall.ca/
https://www.acultivatedart.com/plant-library
https://solidagofarm.ca/plants
https://www.naturaide.ca/ecological-services
https://beauxarbres.ca/
https://beauxarbres.ca/
https://trinketsandthymeplants.square.site/s/shop
https://stoneridgegardens.com/catalog/ols/categories/native-perennials
https://www.ritchiefeed.com/
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100067435114175
https://www.knippelgardencentre.com/
https://www.knippelgardencentre.com/
https://wildpollinators-pollinisateurssauvages.ca/
https://ofnc.ca/programs/fletcher-wildlife-garden
https://wildflowerseedlibrary.ca/
https://www.forourkids.ca/boulevardbylawupdate
https://www.ecologyottawa.ca/boulevard_bylaw_outcome
https://www.osean.org/
https://ottawa.ca/en/living-ottawa/laws-licences-and-permits/laws/laws-z/use-and-care-roads-law-no-2003-498
https://ottawa.ca/en/planning-development-and-construction/residential-property-regulations/all-about-your-property/right-way#section-553c9593-83a9-4cc2-917f-a5191ff86028
https://www.jeledesign.com

