Why Native Plants Matter
What are Native Plants?
In early 2021 I attended a webinar hosted by Lorraine Johnson, former president of the North American
Native Plant Society and author of numerous books on gardening and environmental issues, including
one I refer to often – 100 Easy-To-Grow Native Plants for Canadian Gardens. Lorraine defines native
plants as ones that have developed complex, evolved relationships within a particular ecosystem and
both supports and is supported by this web of connections. Native plants can also be defined as those
that have evolved over thousands of years with other plants, animals, climate and soil types of a region.
Oppositely non-native plants are ones that exist in a region through direct or indirect human
introduction. Some non-native plants are considered invasive and can cause environmental harm.
Why choose Native Plants:
Benefits of including native plants in the home garden include:
Ø Low maintenance: Native plants are typically better adapted to the local environment, requiring
no fertilizers or pesticides.
Ø Water conservation: There are a number of native plants that, once established, require no
supplemental irrigation, other than rainwater. On the opposite end of the spectrum there are
native plants that require adequate moisture and grow well in naturally moist areas.
Ø Improves habitat for native pollinators: Native plants play a critical role in supporting pollinator
and beneficial insect populations as they have evolved together over thousands of years and
have developed unique and interdependent relationships. By planting native plants, one is
supporting and strengthening these ecological relationships. Bees are the main pollinators of
flowering plants in southern Ontario, although wasps, flies, beetles, butterflies and moths are
also pollinators.
Ø Improves habitat for local wildlife: Certain species of wildlife are dependant on native plants to
survive; an example being the caterpillar stage of the well-known monarch butterfly which is
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entirely dependant on Milkweed (Asclepias spp.) as its larval host plant, or more simply put, as
its food source. Native plants also support a wide variety of insects that provide a source of
protein that is necessary for birds to feed their young.
Ø Promotes biodiversity and supports sustainability: Biodiversity refers to the variety of life found
in an area – be it plants, animals, fungi or micro-organisms, all of which work together to
maintain balance and support life. Sustainability refers to the ability of an ecosystem to
maintain its processes, structure and function over time.
Ø Seed Source: As native plants that are grown in the home garden are well adapted to the local
area, their seeds can be collected and shared with friends, family, local seed libraries or seed
saving groups.

Adding Native Plants to the Home Garden
One doesn’t need to convert their entire garden from non-natives all at once, you can start at whatever
scale you can manage. Consider areas such as parts of your lawn, where it is difficult to grow grass, and
where perhaps you can introduce native plants. Assess your conditions which include how much sun
the garden receives, soil type and amount of moisture naturally present. Generally speaking, native
plants that grow well in ‘woodland conditions’ require shade, soil rich in organic matter and adequate
moisture and those growing in ‘meadow conditions’ or ‘prairie conditions’ require sunnier, drier
conditions and can tolerate poor soil. If necessary one of the easiest ways to improve soil health is by
the addition of compost (organic matter). Landscape suppliers often have the best quality compost and
offer economical pricing for pick up or delivery as compared to buying by the bag. Native plants are
easiest started by purchasing seedlings or plants from a nursery/garden center that specializes in native
plants. Starting by seed is another option although more work is involved especially ensuring that
adequate light is received so that the seeds successfully germinate and grow. It is also a good idea to
select a range of native plants so that there is continuous bloom over the seasons which not only
provides visual interest, it also supports pollinators that are active in different seasons. Plan to include
at least three to five plants of each species to ensure enough consistency for pollinators and to make the
garden design appealing to the eye.
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Five of my drought-tolerant favourites:
Zig Zag Goldenrod (Solidago flexicaulis)
grows well in dry conditions, in full shade to
filtered sunlight. Its blooming period is late
summer to fall which is a nice burst of
colour at that time of year. Although it is a
woodland plant it doesn’t require organic
matter and will grow in a wide range of
soils. Zig zag goldenrod provides nectar for
bees and is the larval host plant for the
brown hooded owlet moth. Height: 1-3 feet
/ 30-90 cm.

Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) is a
dependable, drought tolerant, low
maintenance showy plant that has a long
blooming season, early summer through to
fall, and has no pest problems. Grows well
in a wide range of soils in full to part sun. It
provides nectar for bees, butterflies and
hummingbirds. Height: 2-5 feet / 60-150
cm.
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Solomon’s Seal (Polygonatum biflorum) is
another easy to grow plant in deep to light
shade. Grows well in a wide range of soils
with dry to moist conditions. Spreads easily,
although not aggressively, by underground
stems called rhizomes. White blooms
appear in mid to late spring, lush green
foliage during the summer and berries in
the fall.
Height: 1-3 feet / 30-90 cm.
Black-Eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta) thrives
in nutrient poor soil and is very drought
tolerant. No need to amend the soil with
compost for this plant as by doing so will
result in fewer blooms and weaker stems.
Grows well in full to part sun, blooming
from summer to fall. Nectar attracts bees,
butterflies and beetles. Black-eyed Susan is
the larval host plant for the silvery
checkerspot butterfly and a number of
moth species. Height: 1-3 feet / 30-90 cm.
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Butterfly Milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa),
with its bright orange blooms prefers well
drained soil in a range of soil conditions
from sand to clay. Young seedlings must be
kept well watered, although once
established this plant is very drought
tolerant. It requires full sun to light shade
and blooms mid-summer. Butterfly
milkweed is the larval host plant of the
monarch butterfly, milkweed tussock moth,
milkweed leaf beetle and the queen
butterfly. Height: 2-3 feet / 60-90 cm.

Summary
Wherever you live, by planting native plants you are providing necessary habitat and are helping to
restore ecological relationships that are being severed, compromised or even lost.
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