Using Native Plants in Your Garden (published 7/27/2024)
By Teresa Gaffner, Master Gardener

Native plant gardening is getting a lot of attention lately, as it should. But what exactly does it
involve and how can someone get started using native plants in their gardens? This growing
trend simply means using plants that are native to your local area. Using native plants can also be
described as wildlife, pollinator and wildscape gardening. Its purpose is to provide food and
habitat for local wildlife.

Native plants are extremely hardy once they are established and require minimum maintenance.
They require less water, soil amendments and labor to maintain them compared to non-native
plants while attracting and supporting local wildlife.

While native plants gardens are easy to maintain, some effort needs to go into planning the
garden to ensure its success. Begin with an assessment of the site you have chosen. How much
light and what type (full sun, partial shade, dappled or full shade) is it getting throughout the
day? Some plants are versatile and can tolerate a combination of light conditions, but this should
be the top consideration when choosing a plant for any garden. Watering is usually not an issue
once native plants are established but they will need to be monitored during dry, hot months and
watered accordingly. Also, check the lay of the land. Are you on a slope, steep hill or a dip, is the
rainwater pooling in the site you have picked out? Landscape accordingly or choose plants that
fit the topography.

There is not much soil preparation needed for native plants beyond prepping the area by
removing weeds, old plant material and other litter. Most native plants prefer a lean soil and
adding fertilizer is not recommended. Water well after planting and monitor until your new
additions are established.

We are spoiled for choice in native plants here in East Tennessee. According to the National
Park Service, in the Great Smoky Mountains alone there are over 1600 species of flowering
plants including 200 native trees and shrubs. Some great choices for trees are silver, sugar and
red maples (Acer spp.), tulip poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera), river birch (Betula nigra), silver
bell (Halesia carolina), hickory (Carya spp.), persimmon (Diospyros virginiana) and pecan
(Carya illinoinensis). A list of beautiful understory trees includes serviceberry (Amelanchier
spp.), false indigo bush (Amorpha fruticosa), pawpaw (Asimina triloba), devil’s walking stick
(Aralia spinosa), flowering dogwood (Comus florida), Eastern redbud (Cercis canadensis),
fringe tree (Chionanthus virginicus) and hazel alder (Alnus serrulate).

Flowering shrubs are well loved here in the Tri-cities area, some native species to consider are
buttonbush (Cephalanthus occidentalis), chokeberry (Aronia spp.), beautyberry (Callicarpa
americana), hearts a bustin’ (Euonymus americanus), Virginia sweetspire (Itea virginica),
spicebush (Lindera benzoin), elderberry (Sambucus canadensis), viburnum (Viburnum
prunifolium) and coralberry (Symphoricarpos orbiculatus).



The list of flowering plants is immense but here are some that can work in mass plantings and
contribute beautiful foliage: Solomon’s seal (Polygonatum biflorum), black-eyed Susan
(Rudbeckia hirta), Eastern bee balm (Monarda bradburiana), passionflower (Passiflora lutea),
purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), evening primrose (Oenothera biennis) and spring
beauty (Claytonia caroliniana).

If you plan on planting a pollinator garden, be sure to do your research and plant the right
flowers for the pollinators. Adult butterflies and most moths can gather their nectar from various
native and non-native plants. They need to lay their eggs on specific ‘caterpillar host plants’ for
their offspring to survive. When planting milkweed for monarchs try red milkweed (for smaller
areas) and common milkweed (for larger areas). The Tennessee Department of Transportation
has these free milkweed seeds available to all state residents. See Resources for the internet link.

Native plants are beautiful and help our pollinator friends. Try adding some to your gardens.

Resources

For your set of free seeds and information on TDOT’s Project Milkweed go to:
https://tnpollinators.org/milkweed/#:~:text=Red %20Milkweed %20 % E2 %80 %93 %20 Asclepias
9%20incarnata&text=Flowers%20are%20very%?20attractive %20to.larval %20stage % 200f%20Mo
narch%?20butterflies

“Native Trees for Tennessee,”
https://utia.tennessee.edu/publications/wp-content/uploads/sites/269/2023/10/SP515 .pdf

“Project Milkweed — Pollinator Habitat Program,”
https://tnpollinators.org/

“Native Plants,”
https://tnyards.utk.edu/category/native-plants/

“Native Plants and Wildlife,”
https://uthort.tennessee.edu/wildlife-2/

For more information about gardening, visit UTHORT’s YouTube site for helpful videos:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjS3d11kIH1OZ1Z2gPvhgfQ

How do I ask a question?

If you have a question for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website

at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a response
from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide.

The Master Gardener Program is offered by the University of Tennessee Extension. The purpose
of the Master Gardener program is to train people as horticultural-educated volunteers. These
volunteers work in partnership with the local Extension office in their counties to expand
educational outreach, providing home gardeners with researched-based information.
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