Why use Native Plants in your Landscape

Native plants have been a hot topic in recent years. It seems such an obvious fit for gardeners who want the human footprint to be as small as possible. But some of the reasoning behind their uses seems to differ from reality. 

The favorite catch phases used by those selling natives plants include: Pest free, disease free, drought tolerant, adapted to our climate, encourage birds and butterflies, once established they require less care. All are reasons to excite any gardener to plant natives. Let’s look at these six reasons and see if they really separate natives from non-natives.

Pest Free:  96% of a birds diet in the spring and summer comes from eating insects.  How do you invite birds to your garden if you have no insects for them to eat?  

Disease Free: Almost all disease in plants stems from a sick soil or a sick plant. Disease attack the sick plants so they don’t reproduce. This is true of native and non-native alike.

Drought Tolerance: Some plants like it dry while others like it moist, some like gravelly soils, some grow in clay soils, and others don’t care one way or the other. These preferences have nothing to do with being a native or non-native.

 Adapted to our climate: Plants will adapt very well if they like where they are growing, whether native or non-native. 

Encourage Birds and Butteries to your garden: As mentioned earlier how you can have a pest free plant and encourage the birds into the garden. Butterflies start out as caterpillars and a caterpillars favorite food is leaves. One of the birds favorite foods is caterpillars. 

Once established they require less care: If a plant adapts well to our climate, native or not, once established it will require little care. In fact, part of the problem with non-natives is they require no care, and they can out-compete with native plants and become invasive, 

So why should we plant natives? 

In nature a balanced ecosystem evolves over many millennium, all the niches becoming filled, with  plants and animals finding an equilibrium. Many insects are very selective of the plants they eat, and only live in an ecosystem where that plant grows. Other insects are not fussy and will be found eating or pollinating many plants in a particular ecosystem. This co-habitation does change and evolve but in geological time, meaning very slowly. This is what makes each ecosystem unique, but vulnerable. Change brought about when non-native plants are introduced is varied and unpredictable. When a new plant is introduced without the benefit of countless years of evolution, the delicate balance is easily upset, and the damage can be irrevocable. To me, this is the most important consideration when introducing a non-native plant into an ecosystem.

An example of a non-native plants being introduced is the Autumn Olive. How has this plant affected our landscape? It has a nice flower that is very fragrant and abundant fruit that the birds enjoy. It will quickly colonize poor soil. However, if you had a field of native plants; let’s say a mix of grasses and forbs, the insect biomass would be very high, feeding a diverse native fauna. A field full of autumn olive would be nearly sterile, with very little insects biomass. The foliage is inedible for almost all native insects. So for all the attributes that we humans enjoy about the plant our ecosystem is telling us this plant is not a team player and therefore does not belong. The critical point here is biodiversity. If there is any part of a plant or an animal that does not contribute to biodiversity than it does not belong.

Can we take chances when we introduce a new plant species into an ecosystem?  Will these non-native plants find an open niche within the ecosystem or will they bully their way in and push out one or more native plants? Once a non-native has been introduced and becomes established, it is almost impossible to eradicate. This means introducing non-natives is extremely risky. 

Many plants currently available at our local nurseries are non-natives, most of them being benign and non aggressive in nature. Another portion of the nursery plants are cultivars of natives, and very few are actually native. Many of these plants are advertised as pest free, disease resistant, longer blossom period, bigger flower, bolder foliage, more diminutive growing habit, and my favorite - care free. From an anthropogenic standpoint these are all very good reasons to have these plants in your garden. But what if I could give you a list of native plants to rival the beauty of the non-natives and encourage the wildlife to come into your landscape?  Better yet what if that list included some non-natives without an aggressive habit. 

       I think there is a way to have both natives and non-natives. What is most important is that you have an understanding of why native plants are important. When planning your next garden be thinking about how that garden can positively impact the natural world that surrounds use. Let that help guide you in planning and planting that garden. I think the trend towards using native plants will be with us a long time and knowing what is native to Northern Michigan will be very helpful. Nursery staffs need to educate themselves about native plants and collaborate with the customer in making good choices. When this happens we will help fulfill our jobs a good stewards knowing we have helped to keep an ecosystem in place. And you can still have a beautiful garden!
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