Definitions
WHAT IS A NATIVE PLANT?
(aka: Indigenous)
Native plants are plants that have evolved over 1,000s of years in a region and have adapted
to that region's geography, hydrology and climate. Native plants occur in communities made
up of other native plant species. They provide habitat for a variety of native wildlife species
such as songbirds, butterflies and pollinator species (hummingbirds and bees).

WHAT ARE INVASIVE SPECIES?
(aka: Non-Native, Non-Indigenous, Exotics, Aliens)
Invasive species are plants that have been introduced into an environment in which they did
not evolve. Introduction of invasive species into our landscape has been both accidental and
deliberate. When European settlers came to America in the 1800s, they often brought
favorite garden flowers or medicinal herbs to grow on their new land.
These invasive species quickly spread because our native environment provided none of the
plants' natural enemies or controls to limit their spread (i.e., insects, plant diseases,
European wildlife that foraged on the plants). Invasive species push out native plants.

WHAT IS A WEED?
A weed is any plant that causes damage or interferes with a landscape's management goals.
Therefore, a weed can be a native plant or an invasive specie.

WHAT ARE OPPORTUNISTS?
(aka: Aggressive Natives)
Opportunists are native plants that have become overly abundant and/or aggressive due to
environmental conditions that are different than conditions before European settlement (i.e.,
heavy grazing by wildlife, lack of fire, or creation of disturbed habitats). Tall Goldenrod
(Solidago altissima) is currently the most abundant opportunist at the North Pond Nature
Sanctuary.

Native Plants
Native Plant
http://www.nwf.org/Garden-For-Wildlife/About/Native-Plants.aspx
Native plants have formed symbiotic relationships with
native wildlife over thousands of years, and therefore offer
the most sustainable habitat. A plant is considered native if
it has occurred naturally in a particular region, ecosystem, or
habitat without human introduction.
Exotic plants that evolved in other parts of the world or
were cultivated by humans into forms that don’t exist in
nature do not support wildlife as well as native plants.
Occasionally, they can even escape into the wild and
become invasive exotics that destroy natural habitat.

Native plants help the environment the most
when planted in places that match their growing
requirements. They will thrive in the soils,
moisture and weather of your region. That means
less supplemental watering, which can be
wasteful, and pest problems that require toxic
chemicals. Native plants also assist in managing
rain water runoff and maintain healthy soil as
their root systems are deep and keep soil from
being compacted.
Discovering the native plants where you live can
also define a unique sense of place and heritage
for your garden habitat while preserving the
natural history of the flora and fauna of your
region.
Root systems of Non-Native vs. Native Mid-Atlantic Plants
Source: Alliance for the Chesapeake Bay

Native Plant Types
http://www.nwf.org/Garden-For-Wildlife/About/Native-Plants/Native-Plant-Types.aspx
Planting a selection of flowering plants, grasses, trees and shrubs provide wildlife benefits throughout
the seasons and will ensure year round habitat biodiversity. Multi-layered plantings will also add visual
interest and beauty to your property throughout the year. In addition, once established, balanced
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native plant communities can better resist non-natives threatening to overtake wild habitat.
When possible, plant species grown straight from local seed sources. These native originals are the
best choice, as they co-evolved with specific wildlife, which supports migration, breeding and other
seasonal interdependency. Certain cultivars of native plants will offer some benefits to wildlife, like
pollen and nectar, while others, cultivated for a unique color or larger bloom, may have eliminated
elements originally beneficial to wildlife. Increasingly, the garden trade is bringing more species of
natives into the market place and new research is being done on cultivars that preserve wildlife
benefits. Never collect native plants from the wild as it will deplete natural ecosystems.
Non-Woody Flowering Plants
Most native flowers are also known as herbaceous (or a non-woody stems) plants. Many are
perennials (that come back each year) or biennials which self-seed (to reappear every other year). This
cost savings for gardeners is also a source of dependable food and cover for wildlife. Many flowering
plants provide, seeds, nectar, and pollen and at times are also host plants for specific types of
butterflies, moths, and insects. Many insects can only feed on the native plants with which they have
co-evolved. Monarch caterpillars, for example, can only feed on milkweed. If insects cannot survive,
than all the wildlife that feed on them will perish. This includes song birds, amphibians, and small
mammals.
Many native flowers are also very fragrant, as their sweet scent is intended to attract pollinators to
their nectar source. Adding them to your landscape is a benefit to wildlife and to the senses. Examples
from various regions include Beebalm/Wild Bergamot (Mondarda fitulosa), Fragrant Phlox (Phlox
pilosa) and Anise Hyssop, (Agastache foeniculum)
Grasses and Groundcovers
These plants assist in preventing ground erosion, providing cover and places for wildlife to raise their
young. They are often drought tolerant, require minimal maintenance, and are usually pest and
disease free.
Grasses are excellent garden bed background plants and can provide screening for privacy. In winter
months they offer structure and form on an otherwise barren landscape. Grasses add texture, motion
and even sound in the breeze. Options in size and shape gives dimension to habitat gardens and a
spectrum of color including soft greens, blues, reds and purples. Some examples include little
bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium), and Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans), wild sea oats
(Chasmanthium latifolium) and tall grass prairie switch grass (Panicum virgatum). Some seed heads
provide food for wildlife.
Groundcovers suppress weeds, retain moisture and also prevent erosion. Different types are suited to
either shade or sun. They are ideal cover for small mammals, insects and other wildlife that survive
close to the ground.
Trees and Shrubs
They serve wildlife year round. Many contribute pollen and nectar sources in the spring, then berry
and go to seed in fall and winter. Not only an important food source, but they also provide nesting and
resting places for birds and other wildlife. Common bird species that do not migrate, such as northern
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cardinals, woodpeckers and mockingbirds, depend on berrying shrubs in winter. Shrubs planted
densely attract many more birds to a property like cardinals and thrushes seeking cover and nesting
places.
Selected native trees and shrubs can visually anchor garden beds and serve as a focal point with color,
form and function. Planting a selection of deciduous, semi-evergreen and evergreen trees creates a
color palette bridging each season.
Trees benefit wildlife with acorns, other nuts, and berries. Pines provide roosting areas for larger birds,
like wild turkeys and hardwood trees provide nesting holes for screech owls, flying squirrels, and wood
ducks.
Bonus: These woody plants also absorb carbon and help reduce energy costs as they provide wind
breaks in winter and shade in the summer. According to the U.S. Department of Energy, a carefully
positioned tree can save up to 25 percent of a household's energy consumption for heating and
cooling.

Impact of Wildlife Gardens
http://www.nwf.org/Garden-For-Wildlife/About/Impact.aspx
Private residential property makes up approximately one third of the urban landscape and studies
show that the impact of wildlife gardening is substantial.
These properties can connect corridors of habitat necessary for migratory species between natural and
larger protected areas of habitat on state, municipal and federal lands. They provide a continuum of
resources if planted with a rich diversity of native plants and trees to supply the food chain for insects
and the animals who depend on them. (Tallamy, 2007)
A recent study examined whether or not the matrix of homes and private properties between and
near habitat patches (like parks, riparian areas and other natural areas) in Cook County, IL (Chicago
Area), plays a role in supporting healthy migratory and resident bird population.
The study found that “streets with bird-friendly yards had almost twice as many species
as those without.” The study also indicated that the presence of a variety of native trees
provides habitat complexity and is crucial to making these yards more bird-friendly.
(Belaire, Whelan, Minor, 2015)
Since 1973, property owners who have Certified Wildlife Habitats with the National Wildlife
Federation, have witnessed this sort of evidence first hand. More recently, specific studies have been
conducted in which these certified properties were compared with nearby non-certified properties.
Research on Certified Wildlife Habitats confirmed that property owner commitment to providing the
four elements of habitat, food, water, cover and places to raise young, while practicing sustainable
gardening and landscaping—made a real difference….
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Certified Wildlife Habitat properties provided more abundant and higher quality wildlife
habitat relative to non-certified yards. (Drake,Widows, 2014)
Specific Results for Wildlife and Nature
Certified Wildlife Habitats resulted in high percentages of:
• Wildlife that is present and observed on a daily basis, in particular, migratory wildlife such as
bees, butterflies, birds, along with small mammals.
• Indicator species, such as monarch butterflies, bumblebees and frogs. Indicator species, are
those that are moderately affected by disturbances to ecosystems, and can act as an index of
ecosystem health.
• Tree coverage than neighboring non -certified sites, improving water retention, minimizing
erosion and surface habitat. Significantly, reduced carbon and air pollution properties was
evident. In fact, NWF Certified Wildlife Habitat sequester 811.62 metric tons of CO2 annually
more than their non--‐certified neighbors. (UCLA, 2013)
• Native plants supporting wildlife than neighboring non certified sites.
• Water conservation and storm water runoff management through groundwater permeability.
Benefits to People
Other literature along with participant self-reporting shows that habitat owners spent more time
outside and that the overall increased oxygen producing vegetation, the visual interest and color of
their active wildlife garden, and tree coverage had beneficial effects on both people and the
ecosystem.
“Garden as if life depends on it.” Doug Tallamy
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What is the difference
between a native plant,
wildflower, and an “exotic”
(non-native) or introduced
plant?

A native plant is usually defined as one that was growing naturally in a
specific areabefore white or European settlement. A wildflower, also called
a forb, is a native plant that grows without human care. Non-native plants
are sometimes called “exotics”, whether they were introduced hundreds of
years ago by settlers and travelers, or recently purchased from a mail order
nursery catalog. People, however, aren’t the only agents in plant relocation;
they are spread through the actions of birds, animals, wind, and water.

Are native plants easier to
grow?

It depends on the plant, and the garden site. Many natives, like brown-eyed
susan (Rudbeckia hirta) and purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), are easy to
grow in a wide range of conditions and are found in many states. Others are
specific to a certain area and add a unique regional flavor to the landscape.
However some, such as orchids, are difficult to grow except under very
special conditions.

Is it true that native
species require no care and
maintenance?

This sounds too good to be true, and unfortunately it is. We’d all love a
no-work garden. Like any plant in your landscape, natives require care,
including management in a prairie setting or control of insects and diseases
in a garden setting. With careful selection, you can have a low-maintenance
garden of native plants. No planned landscape can keep its original good
looks without care.

My neighbor’s back yard
looks like a weed patch.
Could those be native
plants?

Can you transplant native
plants from the wild?

Maybe. Ask your neighbor. Growing wildflowers in place of lawn requires a
new way of looking at your home landscape. A naturalized garden will not be
as formal as a perennial border. However, informality does not mean neglect.
A native garden can be a rich collection of ever-changing colors and textures.
Care will be needed to keep undesirable weedy species out of naturalized
areas. Talk to your neighbors about their landscaping goals—turning lawn
into prairie takes several years or more, and some stages may look “weedy”
to you. Have patience—the results can be spectacular!
If you are considering this on your own property, remembering a few
“elements of care” can make a natural landscape acceptable. These include
decorative fencing around a planting, paths, signs, benches, and birdhouses.
All of these show that the “natural landscape” is planned and meant-to-be.
Permission from the property owner is required before you remove any native plant from its natural habitat. Also, most wild plants do not transplant
well. The conditions in which they have been growing
are often difficult to duplicate in the home garden. Native
mycorrhizal fungi exist in natural habitats and are critical
to successful growth of many wildflowers. Commercial
propagation of native plants makes many of them available
safely at garden centers and nurseries. Your best bet is to
buy nursery-propagated stock or to plant seed.

Aren’t all native plants also
endangered species?

No, but a few are. Of the over 2,400 species of Minnesota native plants, the
Department of Natural Resources lists 191 as endangered, threatened, or special concern, which protects them by state and federal law. Disturbing such
plants could destroy remaining populations. Any plant on the endangered or
threatened species list may not by law be dug from the wild without special
permit. Included on the lists for Minnesota are several orchids, trilliums,
gentians, sedges, and lotus.

I’ve heard purple loosestrife
called a “noxious weed”.
What does that mean? I
thought it was a wildflower.

Purple loosestrife may appear to be an attractive wildflower, but it is nonnative, extremely aggressive, and a serious problem in our wetlands. A
natural hybrid between the European garden variety and our native species
is crowding out other wetland plants, reducing food for wildlife. “Noxious
weeds” are identified by the Minnesota Department of Agriculture. These are
plants that seriously endanger the health of humans or livestock, or have a
serious negative effect on crops or natural areas. Both native and non-native
species, such as field bindweed, hemp, poison ivy, leafy spurge, and several
thistles, are on the noxious weed list.

Do all non-native plants
crowd out native species and
damage the environment?

Some exotics grow much better in disturbed areas such as roadsides and old
fields than native plants. Some grow so well that they become a nuisance
or even a serious problem. However, the vast majority of non-natives are
well-behaved garden plants like flowering crabapple or peony. Adding these
non-natives to your home landscape helps create a highly diverse environment, and provides a broad number of plants to grow on a wide variety of
sites. Planting all natives can also be an attractive landscape alternative, but
be sure to include a wide range of plants to keep diversity high.

Are native plants better for
the environment than other
plants?

No plant is ethically “better” than another—it all depends on the way you
need to use it. Natives are certainly an excellent choice for giving a natural,
regional look to your home. They are not automatically more disease resistant, drought tolerant, hardier, or easier to grow than are non-natives. The
“best” landscape is one where a broad range of plants is carefully chosen to
fit the local site, soil, climatic conditions, and preferences of the homeowner.
Gardens are for people after all, and are meant to be enjoyed.

For more information on
native plants consult the
following resources:

University of Minnesota Extension Service publications, available through your
local county extension office or 1-800-876-8636:
BU-6711
Butterfly Gardening
FO-6955
Managing Aquatic Plants in Minnesota Lakes
FO-3238
Plants in Prairie Communities
FO-6748
Establishing and Maintaining a Prairie Garden
BU-0486
Minnesota’s Forest Trees
FO-5620
Identification of the Primary Noxious Weeds in Minnesota
EP- 6700
Using Native Plants Video and Educational Packet
The Uncommon Ones, Minnesota’s Endangered Plants and Animals. 1989.
B. Coffin and L. Pfannmuller; DNR Information Center. 1-800-6529747.
Minnesota’s Endangered Flora and Fauna, 1988. edited by B. Coffin and
L. Pfannmuller; University of Minnesota Press, 473 pp.
1-800388-3863.
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Beyond Blades of Grass
By Paul Bogard, op-ed contributor
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/16/opinion/lawns-grass-ecology.html
June 16, 2017

Credit: Rose Wong
The other night, mowing my lawn for the first time this spring, I was instantly transported back
to my childhood. “I love that smell,” I later said to my fiancée, and didn’t have to explain; we
were two suburban-raised Minnesota kids for whom the scent of freshly cut grass has long
confirmed winter’s end. Like many an American teenager, I had a monopoly on mowing my
neighborhood’s lawns, coming home most summer days with inch-long clippings clinging to
socks and grass-stained shoes. I learned to see the perfect lawn as a lush monochrome carpet
of Kentucky bluegrass, trimmed and deep green.
I see the perfect lawn differently now. I still see the wide expanses of green, but I also see the
high cost of keeping these nonnative monocultures growing: the wasted water, the overuse of
fossil-fuel fertilizers, the threats to human and environmental health, even to the health of our
dogs. Most of all, I see untapped opportunity.
Right outside our door, right beneath our feet lies a chance to make dramatic differences in the
health of our human and ecological communities — and save a lot of money. Turf grass
(meaning mowed) is now the nation’s largest irrigated crop; we grow three times as much turf
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grass as we do corn, and far more than any other country. Our turf grass lawns — including
those of corporate campuses and business parks — total 40 million acres, or 60,000 square
miles, the size of Georgia. To care for all this lawn, we spend $40 billion annually, more than we
spend in direct foreign aid.
What if, instead of seeing lawns primarily as decorative, the more uniform and manicured the
better, we saw them as living ground?
Unpaved ground is bursting with life. A teaspoon of healthy soil holds millions of species, and
far more microorganisms than there are people on earth. And this isn’t just the soil found in
untrammeled nature, but even beneath our busiest lawns. For example, microbial ecologists
using DNA sequencing have found — in New York City’s Central Park — a diversity of soil
organisms equal to anything they might have found in a tropical rain forest.
But the chemicals we pump into our lawns kill off the upper level of these microorganisms,
which then requires us to use synthetic fertilizer to do their job — some 90 million pounds of
fertilizer and more than 75 million pounds of pesticides per year. In doing so we create millions
of sterile acres.
Insects, especially, pay the price. By now, many Americans have heard about the plight of
honey bees and monarch butterflies, but the destruction of the world’s insect life goes much
deeper. By some estimates, over the past 35 years, during which the world’s human population
doubled, the population of insects declined by 45 percent.
Human well-being relies on the well-being of earth’s biodiversity, and this biodiversity relies in
turn on insects and soil. Worldwide, insects pollinate more than 75 percent of our food crops.
In the United States alone, insects provide “ecosystem services” such as pest control and
nutrient cycling to ensure plant productivity worth an estimated $4.5 billion annually.
Ecologically, insects serve as the foundation of countless food chains, essentially the thread that
keeps the fabric of ecosystems intact.
But the typical American lawn, a virtual monoculture made of nonnative turf grass, contributes
almost nothing to this equation, and in many cases causes it harm. Perhaps what we should ask
ourselves is this: Why do we consider neatly trimmed turf grass the pinnacle of what the
ground should be? It’s a vision we were taught; for decades, developers actually provided
brochures to new suburban homeowners detailing how to make their lawns look like golf
course greens. And it’s a vision we can revise.
Instead, we should imagine a perfect lawn as something more than just monoculture turf. No
one is suggesting we do away completely with that old ideal. But imagine, in addition, more
organic lawns made of pollinator-friendly grasses peppered with clovers, violets, chamomile
and other flowering lawn plants; imagine short green turf replaced in places by a diverse wealth
of native plants bringing new colors, scents and blooms. In a world of diminishing biodiversity
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and rapid climate change, the ground beneath our lawns is capable of so much more than just
grass.
Already, organizations in several American cities are rethinking “empty” areas of lawn — those
expanses of grass surrounding office parks, businesses, government buildings, even individual
residences — that could instead be given greater purpose. Imagine if even a quarter of our
nation’s turf grass acreage were transformed into native plants and grasses. It would not only
add new beauty to our cities, suburbs and small towns, but also protect and nurture the
biodiversity on which our ecosystems — and ultimately, our lives — depend.
The turf grass lawn we think of as normal is simply one vision of what the ground around us
could be. Numerous sources exist to help property owners looking to transform their lawns,
even if that means simply a small patch in an otherwise unused backyard corner. In a world
where the question often arises of what one person can do to resist, contribute or make a
difference, here is an answer that begins right outside our door.
Correction: June 19, 2017
An article on Saturday about mowing lawns gave the incorrect square mileage of turf grass
planted in the United States. It is 62,000 square miles, not 60 million.
Paul Bogard is the author of “The Ground Beneath Us: From the Oldest Cities to the Last
Wilderness, What Dirt tells Us About Who We Are.”
Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook and Twitter (@NYTopinion), and sign
up for the Opinion Today newsletter.
A version of this article appears in print on June 16, 2017, on Page A23 of the New York
edition with the headline: Beyond Blades of Grass. Order Reprints |Today’s Paper | Subscribe

Native, or Not So Much?
Native plants transformed into flashy “nativars” may look pretty, but are they good for wildlife?
Janet Marinelli
May 25, 2016
The National Wildlife Federation
https://www.nwf.org/Magazines/National-Wildlife/2016/JuneJuly/Gardening/Cultivars

IT'S A HARD TO IMAGINE what
butterflies and bees make of the
Alice-in-Wonderland-like world of
plants that pass as natives at
nurseries these days. Bred for DayGlo foliage, double flower heads,
disease resistance and other
atypical features, these cultivated
varieties of native species, or
“nativars,” are often the only
native plants available at local
garden centers—and that could be
a problem for wildlife.
As research increasingly shows, native plants are key to creating a wildlife-friendly garden. By
definition, a native plant (or “straight species”) occurs naturally in a given location or region. A
nativar is sometimes a natural variant that has been found in the wild and brought into
cultivation, but often it has been developed by a plant breeder and would never be found in
nature. In the words of Doug Tallamy, a University of Delaware entomologist and author of
Bringing Nature Home, the proliferation of nativars demonstrates the extent to which the
nursery trade “is still stuck on the idea of plants as enhanced decoration” rather than as
essential to wildlife.

Lovely Name, Less Nutritious?
One clue that a plant is a nativar is a fancy, marketing-driven
moniker like Razzmatazz (right) or Pink Double Delight, two doubleflower variations on the native purple coneflower in which the
flower’s brownish-orange central cone has been transformed into
flashy pink pompoms. Botanical oddities like these may be highly
regarded by the nursery industry, but it’s difficult, if not
impossible, for bees and butterflies to gather pollen and nectar
from double flowers. Such enhanced blooms can also be sterile
and therefore unable to produce seeds—bad news for the
goldfinches and other birds that relish these nutritious treats.

Native, or Not So Much?
While radically tampering with a species’ flower structure often comes at the expense of
wildlife, other popular nativar traits may be harmless or even beneficial. But how can gardeners
interested in nurturing wildlife distinguish the good from the bad?
To help answer that question, Tallamy and colleagues at the University of Delaware have
teamed up with researchers at the Mt. Cuba Center, a Delaware botanic garden specializing in
native plants. As part of the project, Tallamy and graduate student Emily Baisden have been
studying cultivated varieties of native trees and shrubs to learn how different traits affect the
plants’ palatability to caterpillars (below), which are critical to the diets of breeding birds.
Although Tallamy calls the data
they’ve collected during the past
two years preliminary, some results
are clear. For example, Lanham’s
Purple shining sumac (right) and
other nativars with purple leaves
(a coveted trait among the
horticulture cognoscenti) are not
as attractive to caterpillars as the
straight species with green leaves.
Tallamy says this is likely because
purple leaves are loaded with
anthocyanins, chemicals that deter
insect feeding. “It’s pretty clear that purple foliage goes in the negative column,” he says.
The evidence is less conclusive for variegated leaves (left), which
are not uniformly green but rather have streaks or blotches of
different colors. Such leaves contain less chlorophyll, the green
pigment that enables plants to photosynthesize: employing
sunlight to convert carbon dioxide and water into food.
Presumably, the more variegation, the less nutritious the leaves
are for wildlife.
According to Tallamy, however, tests of caterpillar feeding
preferences produced mixed results. Spring bagworm larvae
actually favored
variegated leaves,
although during the
course of the growing
season most caterpillars avoided them. As more data
are collected this summer, Tallamy says, “maybe this
will become more clear.”

Native, or Not So Much?
Natural Pluses and Minuses
Some nativars have larger or more abundant fruits, and these appear to be more appealing to
caterpillars than the straight species. A prime example is the Chandler highbush blueberry,
which produces huge berries the size of cherries.
Changes in plant size or “habit,” such as nativars that grow more compactly or more upright
than straight species, “didn’t seem to make any difference to wildlife,” says Tallamy. Neither
did nativars that are bred for disease resistance such as the Princeton elm. That’s good news for
the American elm, which has been devastated by Dutch elm disease throughout its native range
in the United States and Canada, and also for the growing number of other native trees
suffering from blights introduced from abroad.
While disease-resistant nativars can be a boon for a plant decimated by blight, others can have
a less salubrious effect on the genetic health of a species. By definition an atypical plant, a
nativar represents just a sliver of a species’ genetic diversity. What’s more, to maintain their
atypical traits, most nativars are propagated through cloning, such as by rooting cuttings, which
produces genetically identical plants. When mass produced and overused in the landscape
industry, they result in less genetic diversity than straight species propagated from seed, and
therefore provide native plants with less capacity to adapt to stresses ranging from disease to
climate change.
“It is a bad idea to load the landscape with plants that have no genetic variability,” says
Tallamy. “I’m not a hardliner on this issue, but gardeners ought to have access to straight
species. We have to convince the nursery industry that native plants are about more than just
looks.”

Janet Marinelli wrote about tick-borne disease in the April-May 2016 issue.
More from National Wildlife magazine and NWF:
Gardening for Pollinators: Grow Bigger, Better Fruits and Veggies
Redefining Curb Appeal: The value of replacing lawns with native plants
Why Birds Need Native Trees
Native Plants for Pollinators
Nonnative Plants: Ecological Traps
Family Fun: Create a Pollination Station in Your Yard or Make a Butterfly Garden
The National Wildlife Federation
Uniting all Americans to ensure wildlife thrive in a rapidly changing world
PO Box 1583, Merrifield, VA 22116-1583
800.822.9919

How plants get their names.
http://www.ukgardening.co.uk/plant-naming.php
It's often asked why plants have difficult to remember Latin names when their common name is
far easier to recall. Even the term 'Latin name' isn't strictly correct as many plant names are
derived from other languages, including Greek and native ancient languages. Although whatever
the origin of the name they are treated as Latin. The less confusing term for these long-winded
names is botanical or scientific name.
Common names can often give a clue to what the plant has been used for in the past. For
example Lesser Celandine has small white bulbs, which look like piles, hence its other common
name of pilewort.
But the common name of plants are often misleading and can vary in different areas of the
country and indeed the World. For example a bluebell in Scotland is usually called a harebell in
England. Other plants have numerous common names, Pulmonaria is commonly known as
Jerusalem Primrose, Jack and Jill and Soldiers and Sailors. Gaultheria procumbens has at least 32
common names including boxberry, checkerberry, partridge berry and wintergreen. Sloe and
blackthorn are the same plant (Prunus spinosa).
In the USA, Hibiscus syriacus is often called by the common name "Rose of Sharon", which in the
UK we commonly use to refer to the genus Hypericum, a totally different plant and family.

Hibiscus syriacus in the
USA commonly called
Rose of Sharon

Hypericum in the UK
commonly called Rose
of Sharon

The other reason for using botanical names is that with over quarter of a million different species
of plant, not all of them have a common name. Therefore names have to be given to avoid
confusion, these are unique throughout Britain and the rest of the World.

How are these botanical names derived?
The Romans and Greeks, created the basis for plant naming by describing a particular
characteristic or use of a plant, for example erectus meaning upright, pendula meaning hanging,
floribunda meaning abundance of flowers, sempervirens is Latin for always green, sinensis is

How plants get their names.
Latin for Chinese, purpurea for purple, alba for white etc. Monasteries, in the Middle Ages,
where Latin was commonly used, continued this naming conversion.
Carl Linnaeus, an 18th century naturalist, devised the scientific system that we use today. He
classified plants by giving them two names, the first name being the genus and the second the
specific name. Put together they provide a name that only one plant (species) can be known.
When the characteristics of plants are similar they are grouped into a genus. Genera that
resemble oneanother are then grouped together in a family. For example the genera Malus,
Sorbus, Prunus and Rosa all belong to the family Rosaceae.

Let's take a plant and work out what its name means.
Hibiscus syriacus 'Oiseau bleu' AGM (Hibiscus)
Hibiscus - genus/genera (and is normally shown in italics with a capital initial letter. Abbreviated
to a capital letter with a full stop or in bold type and all capital letters).
syriacus - species/epithet (is normally shown in all lower case italic letters). A species is the
second part of the scientific name. They are a group of virtually identical, usually interbreeding
plants. In this example the genus Hibiscus could be any of the Hibiscus, but Hibiscus syriacus
refers to only one Hibiscus species.
'Oiseau bleu' - cultivar/cultivated variety. (shown in single quotes). Not all plants of the same
species grow the same. When certain specimens of a plant are bred or discovered that have
unusual but desired characteristics (flower colour, drought tolerance, pest resistance, size etc.)
plant breeders often give them names to protect their rights to sell the plants. They need to
increase the quantities of these plants in order to sell them, these are cultivated by propagation
(cuttings, division or selected seeds), as they are derived from the native plant they share the
same botanical name.
If a name is given without being in single quotes this is a group name (which prior to 2004 used to
be called the cultivar group) and is given a capital initial. e.g. Brassica oleracea Gemmifera Group
(Brussels sprouts) or Brassica oleracea Capitata Group (cabbage)
In this example 'Oiseau bleu' is French for Blue Bird and gives a very good idea of the flower
colour.

How plants get their names.
Notes:
The naming of plants (nomenclature) is controlled by two international codes.
• International Code of Botanical Nomenclature - control the botanical naming of plants
(both wild and cultivated).
• International Code of Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants - control the naming of cultivars
and group species.
Other terms you may encounter when looking at plant names:
Family - The family name is not normally included in the plant name, but when it is written, the
family has a capital initial letter and follows the genus name. Using the above as an example, the
genus Hibiscus is a member of the Malvaceae family. i.e. HIBISCUS - Malvaceae.
Subspecies (abbreviated to ssp. or subsp.) - a distinct variant usually because of growing location
(i.e. inland vs. coastal), these are recognised as a different subspecies.
Variety/varietas (abbreviated to var.) - slight differences in plant structure.
Forma (abbreviated to f.) - minor variations in colour of flower or leaf.
Hybrid (abbreviated to X) - in some circumstances two species of plant cross-fertilise to produce a
hybrid. They show characteristics of both parent plant. If the parent plants are in different genera
X precedes the genus name. If the two parent plants are in the same genera an X is placed
before the species (between the genus and species).
F1 hybrid - a term applied to a plant created by crossing two closely related pure-bred varieties,
usually for flower colour, flower longevity or fruit size/flavour.
Common names (usually in brackets or double quotes) - easier to pronounce names that usually
describe the shape, colour or use of the plant.
Synonym - Often it's found that a plant has been categorised, in the past, incorrectly, if this old
name was dropped in favour of the new classification, confusion would arise (typically from
reference books and records) so often the old name is given as a synonym (abbreviated to syn.
or the old name placed in brackets) after the accepted name.

It's Greek To Me!
A Look behind Greek and Latin Plant Names
American (Red) Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis)
Aquilegia is from the Latin word aquila, meaning eagle. It may refer to the resemblance
of the flower's spurs to an eagle's talons. Columbine is also from Latin, meaning "dove."
Canadensis means "Of Canada" but at that time it may refer more to Nmih America.
Arrowhead (Sagittaria latifalia) Sagitta in Latin means arrow. Latus in Latin means broad.
Latifalius therefore means broad-leaved.
Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii)
Andrapagan is from the Greek aner for "a man" and pagan for "beard." It's in reference to
the hairs on the spikelets of some of these grass species.
Black-eyed Susan and Brown-eyes Susan (Rudbeckia hirta and R. triloba)
Rudbeckia is named for Olaf Rudbeck Sr. (1660-1740) and Jr., professors of botany at
Uppsala University in Sweden. Olaf Jr. was a teacher of Linnaeus. Hirta is Latin for
"hairy," descriptive of the leaves and stalk.
Blue Flag Iris (Iris versicalar )
Iris comes from the Greek goddess Iris, who was a messenger between humans and the
gods atop Mount Olympus. Wherever she went, a rainbow followed her. Whenever the
ancient Greeks saw a rainbow in the sky, it was a sign that Iris was delivering a message to
someone. Thus iris came to mean rainbow.
Blue Vervain ( Verbena hastata)
Verbena is Latin for rod or stick, referring to the shape of the plant.
Hastata means spear-shaped.
Boneset (Eupatorium pe1foliatum ) & Spotted Joe Pye Weed (Eupatorium maculata)
Eupatorium means "of a noble father" and is the group of herbaceous plants
commemorating Mithridates Eupator, King of Pontus in Asia Minor (120 to 63 B.C.).
King Eupator is said to have discovered that one species of this plant was an antidote
against poison.
Pe1foliatum refers to the stem's "perforated" or veiny, leather-like leaves.
Maculatum means spotted.
Butterfly Milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa)
Asclepias was the mythical son of Apollo and called the first great physician. Asclepias was
so well loved by his patients, they worshipped him as a god and erected temples to honor
him. He carried a staff on which sacred serpents were wrapped. The serpents knew all the
secrets of the eaiih and told him cmes for diseased. Today, this staff, called the caduceus, is
the symbol of the medical profession. Eventually Asclepias became so good he could raise
the dead, which angered Zeus, who incinerated him with a thunderbolt.
Buttonbush Shrub (Cephalanthus occidentalis)
Cephalanthus is from the Greek word kephale, meaning "a head" and the word anthos,
meaning "flower." It refers to the round flowers of this shrub.
Occidentalis means Western.
Compass Plant (Silphium laciniatum) & Prairie Dock (Silphium terebinthinaceum) Silphium is
the Greek word for resin-producing. American Indian children used to dry the resinous sap

of the compass plant as chewing gum.
Marsh Marigold (Caltha palustris )
Caltha is from the Greek for cup or goblet.
Palustris is from the Latin for marsh or swamp.
New England Aster (Symphyatrichum navae-angliae) Aster means stai-.
Navae-angliae means "Of New England."
Nodding Wild Onion (Allium cernuum)
Allium is from the Latin word for garlic/onion/chive.
Cernuum means drooping or nodding.
Pickerelweed (Pantederia cardata)
One of the aquatic perennials named for G. Pantedera (1688-1757), Professor of Botany at
Padua, Italy.
Prairie Blazing Star (Liatris pycnostachya )
Pycnostachya is from the Greek words pychos, meaning dense, and stachys, meaning
spike.
Prairie Dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepsis) Heterolepsis means diversely scaled.
Purple & Pale Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea and pallida )
Echinacea is from the Greek word echinas, which means hedgehog. It may be alluding to
the prickly scales of the receptacle of this family of perennial herbs.
Rattlesnake Master (Eryngium Yuccifolium)
E1yngium is the Greek name for the ancient herbs sea-holly and eryngo.
Shooting Star (Dodecatheon meadia)
Dodecatheon is Greek meaning, twelve gods.
Meadia is named after Richard Mead (1673-1754), an English physician.
Showy Goldenrod (Solidago speciosa) & Stiff Goldenrod (Solidago rigida) & Tall Goldenrod
(Solidago altissima)
Solidago is from the Latin word solido, to make whole. In may allude to the reputed healing
qualities of this plant group during ancient times.
Speciosa means showy.
Rigida means rigid or stiff.
Altissima means very tall or the tallest.
Spiderwort ( Tradescantia occidentalis)
Tradescantia was named for John Tradescant (d. 1638), a gardener to King Charles I.
Occidentalis means Western.
Sweet Flag (Acarus americanus)
Americanus means from America, North or South.
Switchgrass (Panicum virgatum)
Pancicum is the Latin name for millet.
Virgatum means twiggy.
Wild Bergamot (Monardafistulosa )
Monarda was named for Nicholas Monardes (1493-1588), a physician and botanist of
Seville, Spain who published a massive text on the medicinal values of New World plants.
Fistulosa means hollow, like a pipe, and is descriptive of the long florets (20-30 on each
bloom, which hold its nectar).
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Glossary

Lincoln Park
Conservancy
Annual: A plant that produces flowers, sets seed, and dies in one growing season.
Aquatic: Relating to water or water ecosystems.
Aquatic Plant: A plant that grows in water.
Aquifer: Underground water reservoir; found within layers of permeable rocks, sand, and
gravel.
Biennial: A plant that competes its life cycle in two growing seasons; during the first season it
produces leafy growth, and during the second season the plant produces flowers, sets
seed, and dies.
Biodiversity: A measure of the number and variety of different species found in an
ecosystem; also, the genetic variation within a species and the diversity of global
ecosystems. The loss of the earth's biodiversity is a major environmental concern.
Biological Indicator: Bio indicator species reflect the environmental health of their ecosystem.
For example, the lack of certain species from an ecosystem could indicate pollution.
Bud: A small swelling on a plant that develops into a flower, stem or leaf.
Canopy: The area from the main stem to the outer limits of branches and leaves of a tree.
Colony: A large group or mass of a single species.
Community: Populations of different species living and interacting with each other in the
same environment.
Compound Leaf: A leaf with two or more similar parts; divided into two or more separate
leaflets.
Conifer: A cone-bearing tree or shrub; e.g., pine, fir, spruce, juniper, cypress; usually
evergreen.
Conservation: Wise use of the environment that results in the greatest good for the greatest
number of people and wildlife species for the greatest length of time.

Glossary
Cut Bank: An exposed vertical bank of sand, soil, gravel, or limestone that is created by
excavation or natural erosion (aka: Under Cut).
Deciduous: Trees and shrubs that drop their leaves in the fall; not evergreen.
Diversity: The number of different species in a particular area.
Dormancy, dormant: A time when active growth temporarily ceases due to unfavorable
environmental conditions; resting in the winter.
Ecology: The study of the relation of living organisms to their environment and to each other.
Ecological Restoration: Any effort that aims to restore or expand natural ecological
communities, thereby improving habitats and possibly also helping in pollution control.
Emergent Plants: Plants rooted in shallow water but have their leaves and some of the
stem above the water's surface.
Environment: All of the external conditions affecting the growth and development of living
things.
Erosion: The loss of soil from an area, generally due to wind or moving water.
Eutrophication, Eutrophic: Process of nutrient enrichment in an aquatic habitat, which can
lead to oxygen depletion. It can occur as a result of natural or human causes (e.g.,
fertilizers or dog feces washing into water bodies that cause excessive growth of aquatic
plants that eventually die and fill the water body at an excessive rate).
Evergreen: Conifers that do not drop their needles in the fall and remain green during the
winter.
Exotic: Foreign species not native to a particular region; many are invasive and out- compete
native wildlife and plants.
Groundwater: Reserve of water occuring underground, within sand, gravel or soil; may flow
slowly through the ground.
Habitat: The natural home or location of a plant or animal, where it is usually found.
Hardiness Zones: Established by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to
indicate the ability of plants to withstand winter temperatures.
Herbicide: A chemical used to kill plants.
Humus: Leaves, wood and other decomposing organic matter.
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Indigenous: Native to a region or country; originating in that location; not exotic. Invasive
Exotic: An aggressive plant from another country or geographical area that rapidly
colonizes a growing area, crowding out native plants.
Landscape Architecture: The manipulation and management of outdoor space to bring
harmony between people, living things and their environment.
Loam: Soil that is rich in organic matter, absorbs water readily, drains well, and crumbles
easily; composition is about 10% clay, 45% sand, and 45% compost.
Mesic: Containing a moderate amount of moisture; moist.
Monoculture: A population of only one species.
Native: A plant or animal that originated in a particular place or region and was not
introduced; plants that existed in a particular·location prior to the arrival of settlers.
Non-Native: Alien, exotic, foreign; not originating in the area.
Oligotrophic: Refers to lakes that have relatively low amounts of nutrients and life; common
in deep, cold northern lakes.
Perennial: A plant that lives for more than two years.
Photosynthesis: Process used by plants and some other producer organisms to make food
from sunlight, carbon dioxide, minerals, and water; oxygen is a by-product.
Plugs: A method of propagation by planting individual seeds in specially designed trays with
small indentations. The root system of the seedling fills the hole, forming a plug, and can
be easily removed and planted where desired.
Population: A group of one species living in a particular area at the same time.
Prune, pruning: Cutting off stems or branches of a woody plant to control size or shape, or to
influence fruiting or flowering.
Root: The underground portion of a plant that absorbs water and minerals, sometimes stores
food, and anchors the plant.
Shelter: A place where an animal can hide from predators or the weather to sleep, rest, or
raise its young.
Shrub: A perennial woody plant usually with several main stems arising from or near the
ground; a bush.
Snag: A dead tree; usually kept on the landscape to provide wildlife shelter and habitat.
Sucker: The characteristic by which some trees and shrubs send up new sprouts from their
root system as a means of vegetative reproduction, generally resulting in the creation of a
thicket.
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Terrestrial: Relating to land or land ecosystems.
Understory: Medium-sized or small trees in a forest that grow beneath the level of the mam
canopy.
Upland:
Wetland: Habitat that is saturated with water all or at least part of the time, often because of
relatively flat topography; includes swamps, bogs, marshes, fens.
Wildlife: Native wild animals including birds, mammals, reptiles, amphibians, fish and
invertebrates.
Winter-kill: When a plant or animal dies because of extremely low temperatures or severe
winter weather conditions.

