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Friday Night Chat

How to Get More Native Plants in the Designed Landscape and Change Minds

Keynote speaker Doug Tallamy provided inspiration for viewing native plants in the landscape in a new ecological context.  He offered a practical approach through limiting lawns.  This is something we can all do to help bring children in closer contact with nature and alleviate fears as they become more comfortable and familiar.

Covenants in some neighborhood communities are so restrictive on plant selection, lawn size, etc.  One can see both sides of this issue, but it is important that we push that envelope, use backyards more creatively, solicit local resources like native plant societies or exotic pest plant councils to inspire homeowners groups.  NC Botanical Garden’s new green building, when finished, would be an excellent place to hold meetings and introduce new ways of viewing neighborhood green space and educating homeowners.  Especially in certain communities, people are more open today to energy saving, earth friendly approaches.   

Tennessee’s EPPC hopes to develop a guidebook for homeowners associations that will steer them away from invasive plants and encourage native plantings.  Communities are beginning to recognize the importance of other options, such as backyard clotheslines.  A clothesline bill was introduced (and rejected) in NC, but this opens the door for discussion and perhaps passage of such legislation in the future.  Cities have Urban Foresters and ordinances on landscape requirements for commercial sites.

Some municipalities are mowing roadsides less as budgets tighten.  Some have been convinced to manage differently in response to rare plant locations.  North Carolina adjusted its mowing schedule to accommodate Michaux’s sumac.  Tennessee’s DOT worked with TNPS to adapt more friendly roadside mowing near a rare plant population in one county.   This can allow a new “view” of such areas by the public to emerge.

How you present a native planting can make all the difference in its being accepted or rejected.  A Midwestern town decided to take a small area in front of its city hall and replace the annuals with a prairie patch.  Within a year, the town ripped it out and went back to annuals.  Prairie species were planted willy-nilly with no design considerations.  Such an abrupt change in look was a clear setup for failure.  Design components such as size organization, etc., can make a huge difference in helping people adjust to a new aesthetic.  For example, you can “sculpt” native ornamental grass back in sweep  from the curb with a weed eater to preserve a clean, neat edge.   

Sometimes it can be difficult reaching a consensus on what plants and design styles to use.  Having some models in residential development to view as examples would be helpful.  There are a handful, such as the residential segment of Calloway Gardens.  

Plant Health, Seeds & Cultivars

Concern over dogwood anthracnose.  This fungus is worse in moist mountain areas.  Sunnier areas where air can circulate, particularly south/southwest facing slopes are good location choices.  Resistant cultivars like ‘Appalachian Spring’ will help as will good culture that minimizes plant stress.  

A discussion of the terms “selection” and “cultivar” defined these terms and various methods for finding or developing them – from wild finds to intensive breeding and seed irradiation to engineer new forms.  Plants with a patent cannot be reproduced without paying royalties.   Some breeding can take all the flavor out of vegetables/fruits or prevent plants from producing nectar for wildlife.  Seed saver organizations protect heirloom plants and species genetic diversity.   Franklinia is one plant preserved totally through seed from horticulturally grown specimens.  

It is important to preserve and  protect natural areas big enough to support healthy populations and genetic variety.   Creating liner beds as seed banks can serve as a backup if wild stock is lost.   Monoculture isn’t good.  We didn’t learn from our experience with the American elm.  There are sickly Bradford pears and fire blight on Callery pear seedlings.  No one is crying.

Books

Consensus that William Cullina’s native plant books are a great, indispensable series for the native plant gardener.   He is a good writer, knows the plants, and presents a wealth of useful information.

He now works at the Coastal Maine Botanical Garden.  There is a wooded children’s area where kids can use their imagination and natural materials on site to “construct” a fairy cottage.  

Effective Botanical Garden Techniques for Educating Visitors

Plant Labels – What kind of information would you most like to see?  Scientific name, common name, family, local range (physiographic region).   A brochure with more info, like ethnobotanical info (stories), could serve as a guide through gardens and go home with the visitor.  

The Bloomquist Garden of Native Plants as part of the Sarah P. Duke Garden at Duke University, has great signage and several creative ideas for outreach and education thanks to director Stephen Bloodworth.  Here are a few of the things they do:


- Laminated brochures on oaks, trilliums, etc., in the garden for walks & tours


- Access audio files of info on select, rotating garden features through cell phone


- Pick up a card listing what’s in bloom where at the visitor’s center


- One Thursday a month “Walk on the Wild Side” open free to the public

