By Robert E. Schutzki, Department of Horticulture, Michigan State University

There is a tremendous
amount of information
promoting the use of
native plants in landscape
development. Some of the
information is fact, some
of it is fiction, some of it
discusses native plants in
the context of their plant
communities, and some
ARE blanket statements
about adaptability that are
marginally correct.

Pinus strobus ‘Pendula’
(Pendula Eastern White Pine)
— Native plant cultivar

As plant and landscape professionals,
it is important for us to filter through the
misconceptions and misinterpretations
and focus on the facts about selection
and integration of native plants into
the landscape. It is important that we
use the facts in providing our customers
with credible information and choices
for their landscapes. Native plant species
have always been an integral part of our
plant palettes in the nursery and
landscape industry and will continue
to be so in the future.

What is a native plant?

The term “native plant” is used
within many professional and lay arenas,
however its definition tends to be as
variable as the make-up of individuals
using the term. Confusion often
results because of the inconsistencies
in the definition and/or a lack of
understanding of scientific principles.
In some cases, the question of native
status is not one of biology but one of
people’s perception. Here are a few
definitions to consider:
“A native or indigenous species is
one that occurs in a place (e.g.
habitat and ecosystem) as a result
of natural forces exclusive of
human actions. Species native to
the U.S. and other parts of North
America are generally recognized
as those occurring on the continent
prior to European settlement.”
Plant Conservation Alliance
“Native species means with respect
to a particular ecosystem a species
that, other than as a result of an
introduction, historically occurred or
currently occurs in that ecosystem.”
Executive Order 13112, National
Invasive Species Council, 1999.

Cephalanthus occidentalis (Common
Buttonbush) — Wetland native shrub species
Eupatorium (Joe-Pye weed) — Herbaceous
native species
Rudbeckia and Asclepias — Herbaceous
native species
Picea glauca ‘Conica’ (Dwarf Alberta Spruce)
— Native plant variety
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“Occurs and evolves naturally
without human intervention or
manipulation. Species that move
into an area without the direct or
indirect aid of humans are considered
native.” National Park Service
Most definitions base native status
on a presence in a given ecosystem
through natural forces whether they
were present before or after European

settlement as long as the species is part
of the original continental flora. The
National Invasive Species Council is a
little more restrictive in that it specifies
that native status relates to a particular
ecosystem. A native species in one
ecosystem can be an alien (non-native)
species in another. A species may be
native to a given region but its
provenance may not be native to the
site. Provenance refers to the
geographic origin of the seed. In
species with wide geographic
distribution such as Acer saccharum,
seedlings from a western region may
not be considered native in a northern
region. Provenance may also influence
performance as is the case with Acer
rubrum. Selections from southern
provenances may not perform well in
northern locations and selections from
northern provenances may not
perform well in the south. Then again,
there are other species like
Amelanchier arborea, where
provenance does not seem to be a
limiting factor in performance across
its wide geographic range.

Are varieties or cultivars
considered native?

Variety, subspecies, cultivar, and
forma are classifications of plants that
are subordinate to species. Variety or
subspecies are found in nature and
have marked differences from the
species. These differences are inheritable
and reproducible by seed in successive
generations. Examples of native plant
varieties are Cornus florida var. rubra,
Pink Flowering Dogwood, Picea
pungens var. glauca, Colorado Blue
Spruce, and Picea glauca var. conica,
Dwarf Alberta Spruce. Forma refers to
variations in plant characteristics that are
randomly found in native populations.
Characteristics of forma usually do not
reproduce through seed, so if the
characteristic is desirable, plants are
vegetatively propagated. An example
of a native plant forma is Cornus
sericea f. baileyi, Bailey’s Redtwig
dogwood. Cultivars are distinguished
from the other subordinate
classifications due to their “garden
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origin”. Cultivars are considered
horticultural selections, in other
words, selected through human
intervention. However, biologically
speaking, if the cultivar is selected from
a native plant species then it is a native
plant selection. It is borne out of the
genetics of the species and possesses
that same site tolerance, adaptability
features, and usually similar or
enhanced ornamental traits. There are
a tremendous number of woody and
herbaceous native plant cultivars. For
example, many of the dwarf and exotic
conifers are cultivars of native plant
species. These plants originate as
witches brooms or bud sports in the
wild. Whether a cultivar is accepted as
a native plant often depends on
interpretation and the objectives
associated with its use. Ecological
restoration requires a more
sophisticated approach to species
introduction than landscape
restoration where the objectives may
be more related to environmental
benefits such as storm water
management, erosion control, or even
aesthetic considerations.

requirements (biology) of the plant.
The priority placed on each criterion
varies with the individual project. The
freedom to choose from a wide variety
of plants depends on the flexibility or
restrictions imposed by the client, the

Alaska
Hawaii
Puerto Rico
Virgin Islands

site or, in some cases, the availability of
plants in their locale.
The basis for investigation on plants,
regardless whether we are considering
domestic or foreign species, begins with
a close examination of native distribution

Alaska
Hawaii
AMAR3

Amelanchier arborea natural range map.
(From PLANTS Database)

Puerto Rico
Virgin Islands

ACRU

Acer rubrum natural range map.
(From PLANTS Database)

Fall color of Acer rubrum (Red Maple).
Floodplain native tree species.

Native plant use… Right
Plant/Right Place

Right Plant/Right Place has become
a well-established practice in both
professional and lay arenas. It focuses
on planning and selection. Under the
guides of Right Plant/Right Place, plant
selection follows an organized process
and integrates the function that the plant
will serve in its location, the adaptability
of the species to the site, and the
management required to ensure
establishment and subsequent
performance “true to form”. The
process may be simple or complex
depending on priorities with function,
site limitations, and/or management
capabilities. Guides in plant selection
examine several criteria: function,
aesthetics, site adaptability, and
management. These criteria encompass
all of the essential factors that address
the objectives of the client (function),
consumer/user appeal (aesthetics), and
adaptability/horticultural
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and natural habitat. This information
provides the basic foundations of physical
and environmental factors critical to
performance and can also provide
insight into its role or function in the
landscape. Native plant species are
part of diverse ecological communities
that have evolved over time to climate,
soils, hydrology, competition, and other
biotic and abiotic influences. The
relationships between and among
individuals and their dependencies on
the physical and environmental
conditions are an integral part of the

Fall color of Acer saccharum (Sugar Maple).
Upland native tree species.

communities. Understanding these
relationships and dependencies is the
underlying principle of Right Plant/
Right Place. We must be wary of
blanket statements taken out of
context, such as native plants are more
adaptable, and do not need water or
fertilizer. These statements can be
misleading especially when they do
not name species associated with these
claims and their site tolerances or
requirements. In searching “native
plants” on the web, there is a host of
information promoting claims about

native plants and natural landscaping.
Searching deeper into the information
will reveal that the information is
specific to prairie-like species, yet the
perception is that all native plants
possess these characteristics. When
comparisons are made between natural
and traditional landscapes, they
basically are comparing prairie-like
plantings to bluegrass lawns.
The Great Lakes Regions offers a
number of diverse plant communities
as well as being the northern limits to
many native plant species. Michigan
lies within three broad natural ecological
regions: Northern Great Lakes, Southern
Great Lakes, and a small section in the
Central Plains. These regions are further
subdivided into upland (terrestrial)
and wetland (palustrine) dominant
ecological communities. Upland systems
consist of upland forests, upland
woodlands and barrens, upland shrub,
and upland herbaceous communities.
Wetland systems are similarly classified
as wetland forests, wetland shrub, and
wetland herbaceous communities. The
Michigan Natural Features Inventory
contains lists and descriptions of 74
natural plant communities covering
our upland and wetland systems. We
are familiar with and use many of the
plants listed from these communities.
In addition, there are others that can
easily find a place in our residential
and commercial designs. There is
tremendous resource potential for plants
that are more tolerant to biological
and environmental stresses that often
characterize the sites in which we
expect them to perform. However, an
understory plant from an upland
ecological system will not fair well on
compacted clay in full sun. Native plant
species are well-adapted to our general
climatic conditions, however soil
conditions, sun/shade, and exposure
must be considered for their proper use.

Resources

There are several resources that can
aid in our understanding and integration
of native plants into the landscape. In
addition to listing plants, these references
provide basic information about climate,
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environmental influences, soil, and
other physical features that will aid in
identifying Right Plant/Right Place.
Michigan Natural Feature Inventory
is a cooperative program of Michigan
State University Extension and the
Michigan Department of Natural
Resources. Its mission is “To actively
contribute to decisions that impact the
conservation of biological and ecological
diversity by collecting, analyzing, and
communicating information about
rare and declining plants and animals,
and the array of natural communities
and ecosystems native to Michigan.”
It can be accessed by: http://web4.
msue.msu.edu/mnfi/. Click on data
resources and you will have access to
Michigan’s Natural Communities. A
citation is listed below for the maps
and descriptions.

USGS North Prairie Wildlife Resource
Center. The mission of Northern Prairie
Wildlife Research Center is to provide the
scientific information needed to conserve
and manage the nation’s biological
resources, with an emphasis on the
species and ecosystems of the nation’s
interior. One of the Center’s goals is
to disseminate the latest in technical
information and research findings to
client agencies, conservation organizations, and others responsible for the
management of our Nation’s natural
resources. The following publication
provides a regional landscape ecosystem
classification for Michigan, Wisconsin,
and Minnesota. Classifications are based
on differences in climate, bedrock geology,
glacial landform, and soils and can be
accessed by: http://www.npwrc.usgs.gov
/resource/1998/rlandscp/rlandscp.htm.

Comer, P.J., D.A. Albert, H.A.Wells,
B.L. Hart, J.B. Raab, D.L. Price, D.M.
Kashian, P.A. Corner, and D.W. Schuen.
1995. Michigan’s Native Landscape: As
Interpreted from the General Land Office
Surveys 1816-1856. Michigan Natural
Features Inventory, Lansing, MI.

Albert, D. A. 1995 Regional Landscape
Ecosystems of Michigan, Minnesota, and
Wisconsin: a working map and classification.
Gen Tech Rep. NC-178. St Paul, MN:
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest
Service, North Central Forest
Experiment Station. 250 pp.
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Landscape Restoration Handbook.
This book was originally contracted
and printed in 1993 by the United
States Golf Association. The authors
begin with an introduction to
naturalizing the managed landscape
and examine the principles and practices
of natural landscaping complete with
trees, shrubs, and herbaceous materials.
The second part of the book identifies
natural regions and dominant ecological
communities within the United States.
A second edition has been released.
Harker, D., S. Evans, M. Evans, and K.
Harker. 1993 Landscape Restoration
Handbook. United States Golf Association.
Lewis Publishers, Ann Arbor, MI.

Plants are the foundation of our
outdoor environment. The diversity of
plant species and the multitude of
cultivars, hybrids, and varieties make
for creative and appealing landscape
compositions. We will follow next month
with a more in-depth look at the native
plant species, their ecological niches, and
ways in which we can increase awareness
of these plants in our residential,
commercial, and public landscapes.
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See for yourself why The Tree Connection should be Your Complete Plant Source®.
Office: 248-656-2260 • Fax: 248-656-2261 • thetreeconnection.com
Contact Jim Matusik @ jim@thetreeconnection.com
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