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In today’s presentation we will be discussing;

• An updated definition of what a native plant is and why they are important.
• How native plants are in better sync with the ebb and flow of Maine’s seasons. 
• The irreplaceable role that native plants play in invertebrate (insect) conservation and sustaining 

bird populations.
• Benefits to us and nature when we include native plants in our landscape.
• Versatility; there is a native plant for every spot in the landscape, no matter how challenging.
• Our unsustainable addiction to lawns.
• Strategies to discourage deer browse damage.

We have to change the way we think about gardening.
The simple act of including native plants in our landscape has a profoundly beneficial impact on our 

environment. 



What is a native plant?

• A native plant has traditionally been
defined as a “plant growing here 
before European colonization.”

• While this is certainly true, it fails to 
underscore perhaps the most 
important aspect of nativity; the co-
evolutionary history that the plant 
shares with the other members of its
ecosystem.

• In an ecosystem, members of the 
community continuously interact and 
influence one another over millions of 
years.



What is a native plant? (continued)

• The plant/insect relationship is one of 
many important interactions in an 
ecosystem.

• Native insects, over countless 
generations, adapt to the myriad 
chemical defenses in leaves that 
discourage feeding.

• Insects, their larvae in particular, are
able to sustain themselves by feeding 
on leaves of native plants.

• Insect larvae are a critical protein 
source for birds in all their life stages, 
but particularly in the fledgling stage..

• Without plants, we have fewer insects, 
without insects we have a collapse in 
the bird population.

• This is but one, very simplified, example 
of the interconnectedness of the 
ecosystem.



Lots of impressive wildflowers in this un-mowed meadow. The tall purple flowers in the background 
are the highly invasive purple loosestrife. In the fore ground we have native plants holding the 

ground, for now, Joe pye weed (purple flowers with broad heads) and goldenrods (yellow flowers).

Purple loosestrife may be a source of nectar, but our native insects will not feed on the leaves, 
resulting in less insect biomass, which means fewer birds, and more broken connections in the food 

web.



Traditional gardening discourages insects from feeding on plants by using heavy 
handed tactics like pesticide applications and non-native plant selections that are 

resistant to insect feeding.

By planting natives we are encouraging insect feeding and by doing so propping up 
the ecosystems we live in.

Success! This willow has fed countless insects, which will in turn feed dozens of bird 
families.

Willows support over 400 species of lepidopterous (butterflies and moths) insects.



Woody Plants and Number of Lepidopterous (Butterflies and Moths) 
Species they Support

Oak………..534 species of butterflies and moths
Willows……..456 species of butterflies and moths

Cherries/Plums…….456 species of butterflies and moths
Birch……….413 species of butterflies and moths
Blueberry……288 species of butterflies and moths

These plants can be considered keystone species; they support 
a disproportionately large number of insect species compared 

to other plants in the community.



Painted lady feeding on New 
England aster (Symphyotrichum

novae-angliae).

These fall blooming asters are a 
critical food source for migratory 

butterflies.

Available through the Highland 
Green native plant sale 

Casual observation reveals that some plants have an 
outsized beneficial impact on our landscapes;

New England asters and asters in general are such 
examples.



Monarch feeding on New England 
aster (Symphyotrichum novae-

angliae).

Pollinator stations incorporating 
asters and other beneficial native 
plants keep migratory butterflies 

fueled up during their long 
journeys.



Native plants provide habitat; 
banded hairstreak butterfly 

resting on Bush honeysuckle.

Bush honeysuckle (Diervilla lonicera) has a pleasant clumping habit.
Tolerates poor dry soils in partly sunny areas.  

Flowers start yellow and turn orange as they are pollinated.

We can incorporate a diversity of native plants into our 
yards including trees, shrubs, perennials, flowering vines, 

ferns, and grasses.



Steeplebush, Spiraea tomentosum, is a powerful 
butterfly magnet. Grows well in moist and drier 

garden soils in full sun.

Available through the Highland Green 
native plant sale. 

Don’t forget 
the shrubs!
Shrubbery 
provides
food and
shelter to

wildlife in all 
its stages.



Swallowtail Butterfly 
feasting on nectar of 

Buttonbush (Cephalanthus
occidentalis) flowers.

Buttonbush 
prefers wetlands 
in the wild but 

adapts well to rich 
upland garden 

soils.

Available at the Highland 
Green native plant sale 



Close up of Buttonbush 
(Cephalanthus occidentalis)

flowers.



Feed the birds, without fussing with a bird feeder.
Arrowood viburnum (Viburnum dentatum)

provides high quality nutrition to our feather friends.

Available through the 
Highland Green native plant 

sale. 



Electrifying fall color
Witch hazel lights up the landscape 

in the fall.
(Why plant burning bush?)

Available at the Highland 
Green native plant sale 



Native plants encourage and support a 
diversity of wildlife, including 

hummingbirds. 

Available at the Highland 
Green native plant sale 

Columbine is typically less favored by deer.

Wild columbine
Aquilegia canadensis



Wild bee balm (Monarda fistulosa) attracts 
hummingbirds as well as insect pollinators.

Available at the Highland Green 
native plant sale 



Sometimes the best thing we can do to 
encourage native plants and wildlife 

is to do nothing.

Wonderful surprises come to life when areas are left 
untouched by the lawnmower.

This patch of common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) 
supports an astonishing variety of insects, many of which 

are specialized feeders.



Hummingbird moth feeding on common milkweed.



Native ground covers are ecologically minded alternatives to lawns.

Lawns consume unfathomable amounts of resources.

The Natural Resources Defense Council states that:

• Lawns consume nearly 3 trillion gallons of water per year.
• 200 million gallons of gas for mowing and trimming.
• 70 million pounds of pesticides.

Other grim statistics-
• 17 million gallons of gas are spilled each year filling up lawn mowers (the Exxon Valdez disaster spilled 

about 11 million gallons of crude oil).
• A 2011 study found that a consumer grade leaf blower emitted more pollutants then a 6200 lb Ford

Raptor truck. The 2-stroke leaf blower generated nearly 299 times the hydrocarbons. 

Lawn care is at least a $60 billion dollar industry in the US.

The goal here is not to eradicate the lawn as we know it, but to transform it into at least a co-
dominant landscape planting, perhaps ideally, a sub-dominant one.



Ground covers
Several species of native plants 

make excellent ground covers for 
every situation ranging from ;

shady wet areas, sunny uplands 
and everywhere in between.   

Foam flower (Tiarella cordifolia)
can form extensive carpets in shady to partly sunny 

areas with moist organic rich soils.

Available through the 
Highland Green native 

plant sale 



Virgin’s bower (Clematis virginiana) is a vine that
grows well in open disturbed habitats, like where a 

lawn would grow (!)

Available through the Highland 
Green native plant sale 



Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi) is a remarkably hardy ground cover growing in sun to shade 
in dry upland areas.



Ferns can form extensive ground covers too. 

Hay scented fern can quickly hold down a large patch of sunny space. 

Ferns are important in erosion and moisture control and are critical to nutrient 
cycling in their habitats. 

They are capable of holding large amounts of phosphorus, which would otherwise 
wash away perhaps polluting water resources.



Managing Deer Browse

When it comes to deer feeding on our landscape plantings 
we are largely to blame;

• We have invaded and fragmented the deer’s habitat,
• Impeded their access to  traditional food sources.

• While simultaneously laying out a spread of (apparently) delectable new plants.

So, what to do?
Prudent plant selection from the start; we know that some plants are more favorable to deer, 

why do we keep planting them? 

Or, put another way, why aren’t we planting selections less favorable to deer, especially in the 
middle of a forest! 



A satellite view of the greater Topsham area.

• Urban development and sprawl fragments the 
landscape increasing the likelihood of human vs. 
wildlife interactions.

• Loss of food sources and room to roam in traditional
habitats stresses wildlife and humans alike. 



This photo shows both the problem and the solution with plant selections.
Arborvitae are nearly always targeted by deer.



This photo shows both the problem and the solution with plant selections.
Shadbush (Amelanchier spp.) is rarely bothered.



Native perennial plants that are 
less favorable to deer include:

• Asters (Aster and Symphyotrichum)
• Columbine (Aquilegia)
• Milkweeds (Asclepias)
• Turtlehead (Chelone)
• Coneflower (Echinacea)

• Joe Pye weeds (Eutrochium)
• Wild geranium (Geranium)

• Bee balm (Monarda)
• Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum)
• Black eyed susan (Rudbeckia)

• Goldenrods (Solidago)
• Violets

American lady butterfly on Coneflower 
(Echinacea)



Native shrubs that are less favorable to deer 
include:

• Shadbush (Amelanchier spp.)
• Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi)
• Witchazel (Hamamelis virginiana)

• Spicebush (Lindera benzoin)
• Bayberry (Myrica )

• Shrubby cinquefoil (Potentilla fruticosa)
• Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana)
• Beach plum (Prunus maritima)

• Spiraea (Spiraea spp)
• Blueberry (Vaccinium spp.)
• Viburnums (Viburnum spp)

Witchazel blooms in the Fall



Deterrence
• Deer have a keen sense of smell that 

alerts them to danger or an otherwise 
unfavorable feeding experience.

• Various products take advantage of this 
scent deterrence and work well at 
minimizing deer browse damage.

• They have to be applied regularly, 
especially after rain.

• Products like hot pepper wax give 
plants a bad taste.



Essential reading



Feeling overwhelmed?

We can help with native plant questions and dilemmas.
Consulting, native shrubs and perennials, seeds.

Shawn Jalbert , d/b/a Native Haunts
207-604-8655
nativehaunts@gmail.com
www.nativehaunts.com
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