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Balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sp.) and lupine (Lupinus sp.) covering a hillside with spring blooms.
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To a resilient future founded on diversity.
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Glacier fleabane (Erigeron glacialis) attracts pollinators of all shapes and sizes.
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Oregon sunshine (Eriophyllum lanatum) supports pollinators like small butterflies.









Introduction


Within each of us lies a child. A child wanting to play outside with friends turning over rocks and leaves to find roly-polies and worms, all the while looking for tree frogs, bird’s nests, and butterflies. A child who wants to spend the day by a colorful field of wildflowers watching curious creatures fly by under puffy clouds as grasses bend gracefully in the breeze. An inner child longing to wander the forest finding wild, edible fruits that melt in our mouths or play by the river’s edge watching fish dart about the watery shallows while making boats from autumn-colored leaves to float out into the stream.


If you grew up on this planet, somehow, in some way, whether you realize it or not, you have a connection to native plants. Maybe it is the memory of an oak tree you climbed as a child or the pungent smell of desert parsley in the warming spring air that strikes a chord with you, whatever the experience, the connection is deep and visceral. Although many of the reasons to garden with native plants can be very adult, the experience can be childlike, bringing us back to a simpler moment in life when we had time to observe and explore, expanding our understanding of the world around us. Set aside for a moment the myriad alarm bells ringing throughout ecosystems for the need to change our predominant gardening practices and remember the simple joy of connecting to nature. Let us keep in mind not only the reasons why we should, but the reasons why we want to connect to the world around us and give ourselves and our gardens the space to do just that. The more you cultivate and nurture a thriving ecosystem in your backyard using native plants as the backbone of your endeavor, the more your childlike curiosity grows as you learn about the species your landscape supports.
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A youthful perspective of great purple monkeyflower (Erythranthe lewisii). Photograph taken by the authors’ niece, Hazel Womack, age 8.





We are fortunate to live in the Pacific Northwest where the grandeur and diversity of the natural landscape provides us with endless opportunities for awe and inspiration. We live among temperate rainforests and sun-baked sagelands, alpine meadows, verdant valleys, stately oak savannas, and expansive grasslands. We hope this book helps you cultivate the diversity of the region in your backyard, front yard, community space, pots on your porch, parking strip, or around the farm and inspires your youthful interest in the natural world around you. While giving you reasons to garden ecologically and the basic tools and knowledge to implement your goals, we also want to inspire you to see the beauty and intrigue of Pacific Northwest native plants. There is an amazing diversity in the region and now is the time to cultivate it and enjoy it both as adults and the child within.


Native Plants: What Are They and Why Garden with Them


Native plants give us a sense of place and a heartfelt connection to nature. They characterize the natural landscape, mark the seasons, and attract wildlife iconic to an area. Native plants are defined as occurring naturally in the geographical region in which they evolved, thus shaping the landscape as much as they are shaped by it. They have coevolved with local insects, birds, mammals, and soil biota and have the ability to support the diversity of life that gives the natural world its beauty and its function.
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Native plants shape the landscape as much as they are shaped by it.





Healthy, functional habitats are becoming increasingly fragmented, lost to development and growing pressure from introduced invasive species. Native plant populations are in turn threatened, as are the species that depend upon them. Not only do insects and wildlife need native plants to thrive but, directly and indirectly, so do we.


It is time for our gardens to complement rather than compete with nature. Gardeners are increasingly utilizing the value of native plants in creating beautiful landscapes that support biodiversity, conserve water, and thrive without fertilizers and pesticides. By minimizing lawns and the use of exotic ornamentals and maximizing the cultivation of diverse native plant landscapes, gardeners are able to have a meaningful impact on habitat and species loss while enjoying an attractive, more economical landscape.
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With native plants gardeners can cultivate a landscape that adds to the local ecology.





Native plants can be used to create perennial beds riotous with seasonal color and pollinator gardens visited by bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds. If you want to grow a food forest out your back door or turn a dry, sunny parking strip into a xeric oasis, plant native plants. For creating rain gardens to filter storm water or establishing stable canopies that hold and build soils with roots that communicate with and benefit soil systems, native plants are key. To cultivate a landscape that adds to the local ecology rather than diminish it, native plants are the way to grow the future.
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A multitude of habitats in the Pacific Northwest provides for an immensely diverse flora.









Pacific Northwest Habitats


The Pacific Northwest is highly varied in geography, geology, and climate, which creates an incredible amount of habitat diversity and variation in the region’s flora. Those who live here will never be botanically bored as there are thousands of plants adapted to live and thrive in the multitude of habitats found in the region. Characterized by wet coastal forests along its dramatic coastline, as well as arid high deserts in its interior, the Pacific Northwest has multiple mountain ranges, snow-capped volcanic peaks, island archipelagos, deep canyons, and gorges that add to the iconic imagery of the area.


Geographic features shape the climate in the Pacific Northwest and rainfall plays a role in demarcating habitats. Annual precipitation rates range from less than 10 inches to well over 150 inches a year. In some areas, differences in climate can vary greatly over a relatively short distance. Wet ocean air forced against mountains rises, cools, and releases precipitation, creating a dry region on the leeward side called a rain shadow. This weather pattern, termed orographic lift, makes areas west of the Cascade Mountains generally wetter than eastern interior ones. The Pacific Northwest has the reputation of being a wet place, but the arid interior and dry summers region-wide caused by the interchange of high- and low-pressure systems over the Pacific Ocean challenges that notion.
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Level III ecoregions of the Pacific Northwest designated by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the Commission for Environmental Cooperation.





There are a number of ecoregions that occupy the Pacific Northwest. Ecoregions are areas where the type, quality, and abundance of environmental resources are much the same. Resources such as water and soil are relatively similar throughout an ecoregion as are climatic conditions and the ecosystems found there. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the Commission for Environmental Cooperation use four levels of increasing complexity to classify and delineate ecoregions in North America. At the first level there are 12 ecoregions in the continental United States, which expands to 967 at the fourth level. The map (opposite) uses the third level of ranking.


Habitats can be variable across ecoregions and intergrade to create a complex web. Understanding your ecoregion, local habitats, and the microhabitats you create in your backyard is the first step in proper plant selection. There are many ways to classify habitats in the Pacific Northwest, but for the purposes of this book we use a simplified classification that we feel translates most effectively for gardeners.


Coastal


A broad term for a network of distinct, smaller habitats that occur on land close to the ocean. This spans sandy beaches and rocky headlands to tidal marshes and coastal forests. These are generally some of the wettest areas of the region, except in parts of the Puget Sound within the Olympic rain shadow. Plants that grow in coastal areas may be adapted to sandy soils, saline conditions, and high winds. Forests tend to be dense and evergreen shrubs and ferns grow thickly. Mild winter temperatures and water availability in both the soil and air encourages rapid plant growth and establishment.
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Plants that grow in coastal areas may be adapted to sandy soils, saline conditions, and high winds.
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Trees can reach sizable proportions in westside forests.





Westside Forest


A general term for forested areas west of the crest of the Cascade Mountains that receive ample amounts of seasonal rainfall. These forests tend to have dense understories and canopy cover typically dominated by Douglas fir, western hemlock, Sitka spruce, and western red cedar. Drier, low-elevation areas may be dominated by Douglas fir, Oregon white oak, and Pacific madrone. Water availability and relatively mild winter temperatures promote growth and trees can reach sizable proportions in these forests.
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Lowland mixed hardwood-conifer forests are home to the lush growth of moisture-loving species.





Lowland Mixed Hardwood-Conifer Forest


Widespread on valley slopes and terraces in low-elevation areas west of the Cascade Mountains. Characterized by a codominant mix of conifers and hardwoods such as big-leaf maple and red alder. An assortment of understory shrubs (many of them fruit bearing), ferns, and forbs are found here. This habitat receives ample amounts of seasonal rainfall; however, summers are typically dry as they are across the entire region.
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Pine trees are one of the dominant species in eastside forests.





Eastside Forest


Refers generally to forests east of the crest of the Cascade Mountains that, in comparison to their westside counterparts, are drier, receiving less annual rainfall. Canopy cover tends to be more open, as do understories. These forests are dominated by a mix of conifers such as ponderosa pine, lodgepole pine, and Douglas fir. Grasses, flowering shrubs, and ephemeral wildflowers are denizens of this habitat type. Summers are hot and dry. These forests are adapted to and depend on fire.
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Oak woodlands are one of the region’s most threatened habitats.





Oak Woodland/Oak Savanna


Some of the Pacific Northwest’s most threatened habitats are the Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana var. garryana) woodlands and savannas. Oak savannas are grasslands with a few oak trees per acre scattered among them. An oak woodland has denser tree cover and may intergrade with other forest types and trees such as ponderosa pine and Douglas fir. Oak woodlands tend to be found on drier sites and have a fairly open canopy and understory. These are havens for wildflowers and numerous species of wildlife that rely on oak trees for food and shelter. Oregon white oak is slow growing and adapted to fire, which helps limit encroachment from faster-growing conifers.
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Drought-tolerant wildflowers in shrub-steppe habitat take advantage of seasonal moisture by blooming bountifully in spring.





Shrub-steppe


Arid areas comprised of drought-tolerant shrubs such as sagebrush, bitterbrush, and rabbitbrush, as well as perennial bunchgrasses, wildflowers, and cryptobiotic soil crusts of lichens and mosses. Fire and drought play an important role in this habitat type. Plants that grow here are adapted to seasonal drought and extreme temperatures. Covering a significant portion of land in southeastern Washington, southeast Oregon, and southern Idaho, large areas of intact shrub-steppe habitat have been lost to development and conversion to other uses such as agriculture and grazing.




[image: Image]


Meadows are true havens for wildflowers.





Meadow/Grassland/Prairie


Sunny, open areas with minimal woody growth present. These are biologically fertile habitats comprised of a diversity of perennial bunchgrasses and flowering plants. They may have ample moisture in winter and spring when it rains but may be very dry in summer. Although the plant composition of meadows can differ depending on rainfall, elevation, proximity to a water source, and ecoregion, plants that live in this habitat type are generally adapted to dry summers and ample sunlight along with periodic disturbance such as fire, which limits woody growth. Many of these areas have been developed or converted to agricultural uses.


Subalpine/Alpine


High-elevation areas with the coldest climates in the region, characterized by a short growing season and extreme conditions. Subalpine areas consist of the forests, meadows, marshes, and rocky outcroppings on high upland slopes below timberline. Alpine habitats occur in the areas above timberline where low-growing plants cling tenaciously to rocky exposures. Water is seasonally available either as precipitation or melting snowpack. Subalpine forests are dominated by a mix of conifers such as Engelmann spruce, mountain hemlock, subalpine fir, and western larch.
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Alpine and subalpine habitats have the coldest climates in the region.
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Aquatic plants like yellow pond lily (Nuphar polysepala) are adapted to being submerged in or floating on top of water.





Aquatic


Freshwater ponds, lakes, and streams. For the purposes of this book, this does not include marine or saltwater habitats. Plants that live here are adapted to being submerged in or floating on top of water.
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Wetlands are saturated, sensitive areas vital to the health of many species.





Bog/Marsh/Wetland


Saturated, sensitive areas where water is available year-round. Bogs are places where rainwater collects in depressions and the stagnant saturation results in acidic conditions to which certain plants have adapted. Marshes are flooded areas that remain waterlogged. Wetlands in general are productive places vital to the health of a multitude of species. These areas are disappearing and deserve protection.
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Riparian plants are important for holding soils, filtering water runoff, and shading waterways.





Riparian


The area of land along waterways and bodies of freshwater, the boundary of which shifts from site to site. Typically, a lush and productive area with a high water table. Soils remain saturated close to the water, but on raised banks and areas farther away from water sources, and if water levels lower seasonally, soils become drier. Plant growth here is important for holding soils, filtering water runoff, and shading waterways.
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Vernal pools are isolated depressional wetlands that are wet in spring but dry in summer.





Vernal Pool


Small, isolated depressional wetlands that are saturated in spring but dry in summer. Plants that grow here are adapted to seasonal flooding and drought. A unique habitat that is threatened in the Pacific Northwest.
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Some of the region’s showiest species of wildflowers thrive in rocky habitats.
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Dry, rocky soils are home to drought-tolerant bunchgrasses and perennials.





Rocky


Characterized by the predominance of rock or rocky soils, these areas have sharp drainage and little water retention. Some showy species of wildflowers are able to thrive in this seemingly inhospitable habitat. In some cases, this is more of a microhabitat found within other habitats, such as a sunny, rocky outcropping in a wet lowland forest.




[image: Image]


Pioneer species like fireweed (Chamaenerion angustifolium) thrive in disturbed areas such as forests recovering from fire.





Disturbed


This could be considered the fastest growing habitat in the Pacific Northwest, with intact habitat increasingly lost to development and conversion to other uses. There are many species of plants, both native and nonnative, adapted to colonize and take advantage of areas of disturbance. These plants are called pioneer species and they may grow and spread quickly.
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Buckwheats (Eriogonum spp.) attract a beautifully diverse array of life.









Beauty in Biodiversity


Supporting Life in the Garden


The beauty of a garden is much more than just the color and structure of its flowers and foliage. Collectively, we have developed a fixation on form over function in our concept of what is beautiful in our landscaping that limits our perspective on all it can provide. As we come to understand that the rapid increase of human-dominated landscapes has displaced functional habitat resulting in species loss and extinction, it becomes imperative that we begin to see our backyards as part of the local ecology and seek to harbor life other than our own. In doing so, we expand our concept of what is beautiful in the garden to include the artistry and vitality of the vast array of life waiting and needing to share space with us.


Adopting a more ecological aesthetic is rewarding. The pleasure of knowing that our backyards are a sanctuary for biodiversity transforms function into a beautiful quality and a source of pride. A leaf nibbled on by a swallowtail caterpillar becomes a cherished sight rather than an unwanted one. The brilliance of the bloom is as delightful as watching pollinators sip from it. Seeing, hearing, and forming a more direct connection with a diversity of life thriving in our backyards is beautiful and enjoyable.
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Swallowtail butterfly larva on Lomatium sp.





By planting native plants and creating wildlife habitat gardeners can have a positive impact on reducing species loss. Having evolved in tandem with native insects, birds, animals, and soil biota, native plants have developed special supportive and synchronistic relationships with local species that are not fully replicated by exotic plants. While there are nonnative plants that can perform multiple functions in our gardens and may even benefit local life to some degree, most exotic species of plants sever local food webs. Entomology and wildlife ecology professor Douglas Tallamy’s research into the impact of nonnative plants on breeding birds reveals that in the Washington, DC, area a native oak tree can support over five hundred species of caterpillars whereas a gingko from Asia supports close to none. This is because most herbivorous insects, including the larvae of butterflies and moths, are specialized to eat only plants with which they coevolved. Considering that a brood of Carolina chickadees requires over five thousand caterpillars during their rearing, we can begin to conceive of the breakdown of local food webs that results from replacing native plants with exotic ones. Planting and maintaining a diversity of native plants in the landscape is vital to providing a haven for local birds, animals, and insects.
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Manzanitas (Arctostaphylos spp.) support important pollinators such as butterflies and leafcutter bees.





Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and what looks like a lovely landscape to us may be an unattractive one in a bee’s eyes. It is time for us to embrace a more holistic perception of what is beautiful in our gardens and start to see the beauty in biodiversity. Turning our gardens into places of refugia is imperative and rewarding, and creating a space where people and nature coexist provides us with an intimate outside classroom where we can learn to appreciate other species and be better stewards of the land we share with them.



Creating Wildlife Habitat


There are four basic elements essential for creating wildlife habitat: food, water, cover, and space to raise young. Providing a sanctuary for wildlife in your backyard starts by planning for these elements and specifically tailoring them to the needs of the local fauna you would like to encourage.


Studies show that to properly provide a place where wildlife thrives, at least 70 percent of the plant species in your garden need to be locally appropriate native plants. Observing and learning what wildlife is local to your area and what plants they utilize and forage upon will help you make proper plant selections. If you plant it, they will come. This phrase may be true so long as you plant appropriately for your ecoregion and the needs of local wildlife. For example, planting host plants for monarch butterfly larvae, milkweed (Asclepias spp.), in western Washington will not ensure monarch butterflies visit your garden. Milkweed does not naturally occur west of the Cascade Mountains in Washington, and consequently monarchs are a rare sight in that part of the state. To complement the general information given in this book, there are resources both online and in print that can provide gardeners with more specific regional lists of plants and the species they support. See References and Resources for recommendations and consult local backyard habitat programs. Again, take time to observe what is happening in your garden, learn what plants are native to your area presently and historically, and what local wildlife is around and wanting.


Plant diversely when planning for diversity. Plant an array of native plants that flower and fruit at various times of the year, thus providing continual seasonal forage for wildlife. Planting native vegetation that differs in height and structure provides various types of shelter from which wildlife can choose. Keep in mind that not only trees and shrubs provide cover for wildlife, but so do plants like bunchgrasses and ferns. Planting a diversity of native plants provides a variety of options for resting, nesting, feeding, and breeding.
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Creating a sanctuary for wildlife in your backyard means providing food and water, as well as resting and nesting sites.
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Showy milkweed (Asclepias speciosa) is a host plant for monarch butterfly larvae.
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To properly provide a place where wildlife thrives, at least 70 percent of the plant species in your garden should be locally appropriate native plants.
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Planting a diversity of native plants provides wildlife with a variety of options for resting, nesting, feeding, and breeding.
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Providing a water source for wildlife is important.





Whether it be a nearby natural source, a bird bath, or just a shallow bowl kept full, providing water is essential along with a source of food and shelter.


There are cultivation and maintenance techniques that benefit wildlife but may deviate from standard garden and landscape practices. These include leaving leaf litter, not removing dead trees if they pose no safety hazard, creating brush piles if your space is large enough to accommodate them, leaving nurse logs, and allowing last season’s growth to remain in the garden over the winter. Insects and animals utilize these materials for nesting and winter protection. Trimming of plants should be timed so as not to remove needed forage and nesting materials or disturb nesting and overwintering wildlife. Find the balance between form and function as you maintain the garden for both your needs and those of the creatures that visit. You can keep it pretty, but more importantly, keep it productive.


Gardeners preparing and maintaining backyard habitats must understand it is critical they not use pesticides, herbicides, or other chemical products in the garden as these can hurt or kill wildlife. It is also important to never buy plant stock that has been treated with neonicotinoids, a widely used class of insecticides available commercially under many different names, or any other systemic insecticide. Systemic insecticides are absorbed by the plant and can be present in pollen and nectar, making them particularly harmful to bees and other pollinators. Utilizing organic gardening methods is essential when creating healthy habitat for wildlife. Cultivate a chemical-free garden that can safely harbor and attract beneficial insects and other pest predators, thereby generating a natural form of pest control in the garden.


Once you have planted your wildlife-attracting garden, you may need to protect plants while they become established. Take steps such as caging young trees and using floating screen covers for young plants. Protect seeded beds from foraging birds and small animals with covers such as Reemay and chicken wire. Safely deter wildlife and pets from damaging the garden as it gets rooted so everyone can reap the rewards when plants mature.


For the Birds


Birds fill the air with song and color and are a seemingly ubiquitous joy, yet they need our help. Bird populations in North America are in decline across all habitat types due to human-related activities such as development, agriculture, and pesticide use. Studies conducted by the Audubon Society reveal two-thirds of North American bird species are facing the risk of extinction due to climate change. Birds act as pollinators, seed dispersers, and eat insects we might consider garden pests; they are key players in a functional ecosystem and are indicators of its health. It is time to turn our backyards into places where birds can not only land and find shelter but where they can also find the food they need to survive and thrive.
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Birds are key players in a functional ecosystem but bird populations in North America are in decline across all habitat types due to human-related activities.
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The health of bird populations is linked to the health of native plant populations and native insects such as butterflies and moths.





Native plants provide birds with food mainly in the form of fruits, seeds, and insects. Most of the birds we encounter in our gardens eat insects and need them to rear their young. Even birds we think of as seed or nectar feeders, such as hummingbirds, eat insects and feed them to their chicks. Native plants are needed to support native insect populations, particularly herbivorous insects such as the larvae of butterflies and moths, because most insect herbivores are specialized to eat only plants with which they share an evolutionary history. Therefore, the health of bird populations is linked to the health of both native insect and native plant populations.


Caterpillars are essential food for nesting birds and studies by Douglas Tallamy and his colleagues show native woody plants support thirty-five times more caterpillar biomass than nonnative woody plants. Planting key species that host large numbers of Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths) such as oaks (Quercus spp.), wild cherries (Prunus spp.), willows (Salix spp.), and species of Ceanothus is a great way to support butterflies and feed birds and their chicks at the same time. Look forward to seeing a leaf nibbled here and there by caterpillars but know that a healthy bird population provides a constant predatory patrol of insects that might otherwise be considered garden “pests.”
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Golden currant (Ribes aureum) attracts cedar waxwings with its sweet, edible fruits.





The Pacific Northwest is home to many trees, shrubs, and perennials that bear fruits birds relish in summer and fall. Incorporating fruit-bearing plants such as currants, wild cherries, serviceberries, elderberries, and others into the garden provides food for birds and can be rewarding for the gardener as both the fruits and flowers of these plants can be showy and attractive. Fruits may also be edible to humans, and the more delicious the fruit the harder it may be to share but leave some for the birds!


Planting a variety of flowering native perennials and annuals and letting them go to seed provides a natural food source for graniverous (seed-eating) birds. Graniverous birds may be particularly attracted to the seeds of sunflowers (Helianthus spp.) and their relatives such as balsamroots (Balsamorhiza spp.), as well as other members of the family Asteraceae. Be aware that sowing wildflower seed can be the same as putting out birdseed, take steps to protect seeded beds from foraging birds until seedlings are established.


Birds need places to take cover and build nests to raise their young. Planting a variety of plants with various heights and structures provides birds with options for shelter. Birds also use many parts of plants for nesting material. Leaving fibrous matter produced by forbs (herbaceous flowering plants) and bunchgrasses in the garden rather than removing it when plants go dormant provides birds with nesting supplies. For example, birds may strip fiber from the stalks of milkweed left uncut over the winter for cordage to bind their nests in the spring, and hummingbirds line their nests with the downy fluff of cattail seeds produced the year before. Keeping the garden too clean and tidy removes materials that benefit birds, as well as the insects they prey upon. And don’t forget the bird bath! A source of water is vital for birds and other wildlife including insects.
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Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana var. garryana) provides many species of birds, such as this pair of pileated woodpeckers, with shelter and a place to raise their young. Oaks also support populations of butterflies and moths, which make up an essential part of birds’ diets.





Gardeners can greatly benefit bird populations with their plant choices. Planting native plants is essential as they support the food webs that sustain local bird populations. By planting native plants, gardeners can create bountiful bird habitat in their backyards and become part of a collective corridor that feeds and shelters our feathered friends.


Supporting Native Pollinators


The decline of pollinators is a scary universal reality, but gardeners should know they are uniquely positioned at the forefront of being able to turn fear into hope. Many hundreds of species of native bees in North America and Hawaii are in serious decline, threatened with extinction, or have vanished altogether. The situation is a silent but serious crisis with multiple species of bees now listed under the U.S. Endangered Species Act. There are myriad kinds of pollinators including bees, butterflies, moths, bats, birds, and even flies and mosquitoes. Pollinator populations in general are declining due to loss of habitat, pesticide use, introduced diseases, and climate change. With over 85 percent of the world’s flowering plants requiring pollinators for their reproduction and to produce the crops, fruits, and seeds that feed the world, the situation becomes dire. Gardeners can help stem this tide by turning whatever space they can into a sanctuary suitable to support and sustain native pollinators.
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Native bees collecting pollen and nectar from balsamroot (Balsamorhiza sp.) in a xeric garden. By turning your garden into a sanctuary for native pollinators you can help stem the tide of species extinction.





Nonnative invasive weeds once smothered this wetland area in a neighborhood in northern Oregon. Community members devised a plan to remove the noxious weeds and replant the area with locally appropriate native plants to benefit wildlife, birds, pollinators, and the overall function and health of the wetland. Abundant habitat full of native plants now thrives there, enriching and beautifying the neighborhood. A boon to species such as this common yellowthroat, which prefers thick vegetation, particularly in wetland areas, where they build hidden nests on or near the ground. Although this species is abundant overall, its populations have declined by about 38 percent since 1966 and suffer from habitat loss and pesticide use. Some nonmigratory populations of this bird in California and Texas have declined to the point of nearly becoming locally extinct, also known as extirpation. Impacts to a species as a whole that result from extirpation are reductions in range, genetic diversity, and population size, which increases the likelihood of the complete extinction of the species. An insectivorous bird, common yellowthroats glean insects off plants, thus controlling infestations of herbivorous insects, benefiting not only the community planting but also neighboring gardens as well. A great example of a truly reciprocal, beneficial relationship between gardeners and wildlife. For more information about this and other birds you might find in your garden visit the Cornell Lab of Ornithology’s website allaboutbirds.org.
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A common yellowthroat (Geothlypis trichas) on tall Oregon grape (Berberis aquifolium) in a community wetland planting for pollinators and wildlife.
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This community wetland planting benefits wildlife, birds, pollinators, and people!





The honey bee is the poster child of pollinators. While the honey bee is facing population declines that are concerning to all, especially given they provide us with a formidable pollinating army for farms and orchards, it is important to keep in mind that honey bees are not native to the Pacific Northwest. Honey bees may even outcompete native pollinators and have an effect on the composition of native plant communities. There are approximately 4,000 species of bees native to the United States and Canada and they come in a range of shapes and sizes. Many native bees lead solitary rather than communal lives and are not aggressive or able to sting. Native bees are better adapted to local climates and can tolerate colder and wetter weather than honey bees, providing critical pollination services to both wild and cultivated plants even in inclement conditions. By focusing efforts on supporting native bees and other native pollinators, gardeners can help stem the tide of local species extinction and support the pollinators best adapted to supporting native plant communities.


There is a diverse list of native pollinators that may visit your garden and their needs may differ. However, there are a few universal elements necessary for providing native pollinator habitat: continual forage, places to rest and nest, and protection from pesticides.


Planting an array of plants that bloom at different times of the year is important and provides pollinators with a steady source of nectar and pollen throughout the growing season. Choose plants with various flower shapes, sizes, and colors to help provide options to fit the various shapes and sizes of native pollinators themselves. Hummingbirds favor long tubular flowers like those produced by orange honeysuckle (Lonicera ciliosa), while other pollinators prefer more easily accessible flowers like Oregon sunshine (Eriophyllum lanatum). Large bumble bees seek out penstemons that have large flowers, just as small bees swarm to penstemons with small flowers. Red-colored flowers may not attract bees, yet could be a magnet for hummingbirds. Grouping similar species in patches will help pollinators find their favorite blooms. Having a garden full of flowers with many colors, shapes, and sizes will attract the greatest array of visitors.
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There are myriad kinds of native pollinators.
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Bombus nevadensis, one of our largest native bumble bees, on golden currant (Ribes aureum).
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Hummingbirds love the long tubular flowers of orange honeysuckle (Lonicera ciliosa).
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Having a garden full of flowers with many colors, shapes, and sizes will attract the greatest array of pollinators.





Most native bees are solitary and nest either in tunnels underground, holes in snags and trees, or the soft pithy stems of plants like elderberries (Sambucus spp.), blackcap raspberry (Rubus leucodermis), and goldenrod (Solidago spp.). Leave patches of bare earth in and near your garden for ground-nesting bees to create burrows for eggs and overwintering queens. Be aware that tilling the ground can disrupt, dislodge, or kill developing or hibernating bees. When trimming plants leave some of the pithy branches and stalks of shrubs and perennials for cavity-nesting bees (8 to 24 inches of flower stalks or canes, 4 to 6 inches above branch or leaf nodes of shrubs or trees). Gardeners can combine function with art by creating “bee hotels” (particularly useful for mason bees), which can be an interesting and attractive feature in the garden and help provide supplemental nesting options. Having a water source is also important and can be as simple as a small dish of water placed somewhere in or near the garden that pollinators can access safely and frequently. Make sure to put stones or sticks in the water as bees need solid footing for landing and takeoff and will drown if water sources do not provide them with a safe approach and exit.


Grow organically and protect pollinators and pollinator habitat from pesticides and other toxic garden chemicals. Particularly perilous for pollinator health are systemic insecticides, such as neonicotinoids, which can be absorbed by plants and become present in pollen and nectar. Be careful when sourcing plants and do not buy plant stock treated with insecticides.


Another important thing to keep in mind when sourcing native plants for the pollinator and wildlife garden is the difference between native plant cultivars and true native plants. Cultivars are plants that have been bred or selected for qualities such as flower size and shape, or leaf color. Examples of this are double-flowered mock orange, such as Philadelphus ‘Buckley’s Quill’, and red-leaved ninebark, such as Physocarpus opulifolius ‘Monlo’. Cultivars may be pretty but may not benefit native pollinators and insects. They may be sterile, have reduced nutritional value, increased toxicity, or flower structures too complex for pollinators to navigate easily. Native plant cultivars may be the only options carried by some nurseries and may even be advertised as beneficial to pollinators. Whether native plant cultivars benefit native pollinators and wildlife depends on the individual plant and its attributes. Gardeners should remain savvy to this, choose plants wisely, and always favor planting true native plants.
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The pithy stems of plants like blue elderberry (Sambucus cerulea) provide habitat for cavity-nesting bees such as mason bees.
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Grow organically and protect pollinators from pesticides.
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Pollinators such as swallowtail butterflies love the flowers of mock orange (Philadelphus lewisii), but double-flowered cultivars of this plant may produce flowers that are confusing or inaccessible to pollinators.
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Cultivars like this red-leaved ninebark may be pretty but not beneficial, and even potentially harmful, to native insects.
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Turn your garden into a pollinator paradise.





Supporting native pollinators goes hand in hand with supporting native insects and in turn the animals that prey upon them. More butterflies and moths equals more birds! Many of the basic principles of creating habitat for wildlife applies to creating pollinator habitat. Plant a diversity of locally appropriate native plants, reduce lawns and the use of exotic plants, leave the leaf litter, and don’t keep the garden so tidy as to create an environment too sterile for biodiversity to thrive. Offer nesting places, provide a water source, and don’t use chemical products in the garden. Supporting native pollinators is a gateway to sustaining natural food webs in general, and creating a pollinator paradise is a powerful and hopeful step that gardeners can take toward ensuring a better future for all.
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Appropriately sited and established native plants often thrive without irrigation, reducing water use and costs.









Plant Selection and Cultivation


Native plant gardens and landscapes can be both beautiful and economical. If appropriately sited and adapted to the ecoregion and soils they are planted in, native plants do not need fertilizers, an expensive input that more conventional gardens may require. Appropriately sited and established native plants may also be able to thrive without irrigation, reducing water use and costs. A healthy backyard habitat will not need or want the use of costly pesticides as it seeks to attract beneficial insects and natural garden pest predators who maintain the garden for free. Collective, connective backyard sanctuaries for birds and pollinators nurture and support the animals and insects that benefit and pollinate our crops, providing us with food and a thriving “eco-nomy.” For gardeners ready to reap the rewards of creating a beautiful and bountiful native plant garden or landscape, there are a few basic things to know when selecting, planting, and maintaining native plants.
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Selecting the right plants for your site is important.





Right Plant, Right Place: Choosing the Right Plant for You and Your Garden


Selecting the right plants for your site is an important step in cultivating a native plant garden that thrives with minimal maintenance and inputs once established. Using plants that occur naturally in and are therefore adapted to your area, as well as understanding your specific site conditions—sunlight exposure, soil type, soil moisture, and climate—and choosing plants that grow in those conditions will lead to happier plants and happier gardeners.


While there are generalist species of native plants that can be found in a diverse range of habitat types and across multiple ecoregions, many plants native to the Pacific Northwest are adapted to living in specific habitats. A species can be comprised of variations or subspecies, which may be distinct in growth habit and physical characteristics, as well as in range and preferred habitat. Selecting locally and ethically sourced plant material and planting the variations of species and local genotypes appropriate for your area is important to both the surrounding ecosystem and the success of your garden.


Variation within a species or genus provides options for gardeners. A plant that grows in wet, shady sites may have a close and similar looking relative that thrives in more arid habitats. For example, Columbia larkspur (Delphinium trolliifolium) grows in moist, shady woodlands almost entirely west of the Cascade Mountains, whereas upland larkspur (Delphinium nuttallianum) grows abundantly east of the Cascades in drier, sunnier shrub-steppe habitat, rocky meadows, and open pine forests. Gardeners with shady gardens west of the Cascades will struggle and likely fail to get upland larkspur to thrive in their wet woodlands, while gardeners living in hot, sunny, dry areas east of the mountains will have to labor and water regularly to keep Columbia larkspur alive. Switch that around, however, and you have two gardeners in very different settings both with species of Delphinium adapted to thrive in their habitat and climate and requiring much less labor, maintenance, and resources. Many of the plant profiles in this book provide suggestions of alternate species for different habitats. Botanical manuals and online plant databases can provide even more information about species, their variations, and ranges.


With irrigation, soil amendments, and the right sunlight exposure, gardeners can create microclimates and microhabitats that differ from those in the surrounding area and may be able to grow plants not found naturally in their locale. When selecting plants for creating backyard habitat and a sanctuary for biodiversity, understand that plants grown outside of their natural range may or may not be able to support local species of native insects and wildlife. Furthermore, plants from a different ecoregion may hybridize with closely related species found locally, such as columbines (Aquilegia spp.), which are particularly quick to cross with both cultivated and wild relatives. It is important our gardens become diverse places of refugia while being mindful of their impact on surrounding plant and animal communities. You can protect the genetic integrity of native plants in your area and better support local biodiversity by planting species found naturally where you live.
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Columbia larkspur (Delphinium trolliifolium) grows in moist, shady woodlands west of the Cascade Mountains.





It can be helpful to select species that typically grow together in the wild. This serves to ensure plants will complement each other, form a better semblance of functional habitat, and require similar watering regimes, making it easier for gardeners to have an irrigation system that works for all the plants in the garden.




[image: Image]


Upland larkspur (Delphinium nuttallianum) grows in sunny meadows, open pine forests, and shrub-steppe habitat east of the Cascade Mountains.





As the gardener it is your choice how to blend the shapes and colors from the palette of Pacific Northwest native plants on the canvas of your landscape. Planting species that grow together in the wild does not mean your landscaping has to look wild or unkempt. While creating an environment productive enough to encourage biodiversity, we can still shape the structure and composition of the garden with a layout that accentuates particular qualities of plants. Grouping plants of the same species together, coupling plants with complementary flower colors or differing heights, or siting a silver-leaved specimen in front of a deep green shrub to provide contrast are some of the many ways to bring style and structure to your planting. Pick species that appeal to you, appeal to the wildlife you would like to encourage in your backyard, and are appropriate for your area and the growing conditions in your planting site, then paint a beautiful and bountiful native plant landscape.
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Gardeners can choose how to blend the shapes and colors from the palette of Pacific Northwest native plants on the canvas of their landscape.
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Red columbine (Aquilegia formosa) hybridizes easily with both cultivated and wild relatives.
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Planting species that typically grow together in the wild helps ensure the plants in your garden will have similar irrigation requirements.





Sourcing Native Plants


The first rule of sourcing native plants is do not dig them from the wild! Native plant gardeners should seek to augment native plant communities, not diminish them. Digging plants from the wild is often unsuccessful as many species simply do not transplant well. Furthermore, digging plants from natural areas can harm native plant populations, especially rare, endemic, threatened or endangered ones, and damage both the plants you are digging and plants living nearby. It drains the local ecosystem and the disturbance leaves bare ground that may be colonized by invasive species, hopefully not ones that came in as seed on your clothing or shoes! With growing pressure on native plant communities from development, agriculture, invasive species, and climate change, as well as species suffering population declines from overharvesting, we need to give plants a break and seek more ethical ways to propagate and source native plants than digging them from the wild.


The best way to source native plants and minimize your impact on wild populations is to obtain them from nurseries that maintain ethical standards and practices when propagating and selling native plants. Nurseries should not be digging plants from the wild to sell, the exception to this being salvaging plants to save them from disturbance or development. Seed and cuttings are the most ethical ways to propagate native plants. Ask nurseries about their propagation practices. Are plants seed propagated? Are seed and cutting materials collected ethically and with sensitivity to parent plant population health? Also ask if plants have been sprayed with pesticides and never buy plants treated with systemic insecticides.
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Make sure the plants in your garden are ethically sourced and propagated. These young penstemons have been grown from ethically collected seed.





There are nurseries that may sell cultivars of native plants and label them as beneficial to local wildlife and pollinators. See the “Supporting Native Pollinators” section in the previous chapter for more information about cultivars and why they may not be beneficial to native insects and wildlife. Planting true natives propagated from locally sourced seed will provide you with plants best suited to your area and to supporting the native wildlife and insects that live there.


Premade seed mixes are a popular way of planting wildflowers, particularly in meadowscapes, but most commonly sold packets of wildflower seed contain plants that are not native to the Pacific Northwest and may even be noxiously invasive. Bachelor’s button (Centaurea cyanus) is a prime example of this. Beautiful and able to grow easily in the Pacific Northwest, though native to Europe and western Asia, bachelor’s button is a common component of wildflower seed mixes. This nonnative plant has now escaped cultivation and spread aggressively into natural areas where it is outcompeting and harming native plant communities. Studies have shown many commercially available wildflower seed mixes are either partly or entirely comprised of species that are invasive and not native to the region. Do not use wildflower seed mixes such as these. There are a number of seed suppliers both large and small that can provide ethically sourced, regionally appropriate native plant seeds and mixes to gardeners and landscapers.
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Bachelor’s button (Centaurea cyanus) is a common component of wildflower seed mixes even though it is not native to the Pacific Northwest. This plant has escaped cultivation and spread aggressively into natural areas, outcompeting and harming native plant communities.





If there are no nurseries in your area with locally appropriate native plants or if certain species that grow in your area are not available commercially, then gardeners may decide to propagate native plants from seed and cuttings themselves. Follow ethical standards when working with wild populations of native plants. Always properly identify plants and never collect or remove any parts of rare plants. Only collect seed or cuttings from healthy, robust populations and have permission from landowners to collect plant material. Gardeners should not need much seed. A small handful of viable seed if stored, sown, and cared for properly can yield many plants. A very important rule of thumb for collecting wild seed is never taking more than 5 percent from the population, although even this fails to suffice as an ethical compass in some cases. Some native plants are too rare to remove plant material from wild populations and those plants may be protected and illegal to collect. In other cases what may be an overall prolific species may have isolated, disjunct populations growing outside of its normal range. These disjunct populations may be small, more sensitive, and potentially on a different evolutionary path as isolation leads to variation. Removing plant material from these populations could be harmful. Seasonal conditions dictate growth and pollination for all species of plants, be mindful when seed production is below average in a given year and be aware of the impact harvesting seed in those years may have on both plant communities and the animals that depend on the seed as a food source. Collecting seed of annual plants can be particularly impactful to wild populations as annual plants live for only one year and depend on seeds as their ticket to the future. Taking vegetative cuttings for propagation should also be done respectfully as cutting plant material can harm parent plants or spread disease. It is important to properly identify the plants you want to work with, understand their variations, ranges, population size, life cycle, and function in the ecosystem. Have a good understanding of which species are appropriate for wild seed collection, which species are not, and how to collect plant material without harming local plant populations and the species that depend on them.
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