The Beauty and Benefits of Including Native Plants in Your Garden (published 2025-04-19)
By Nancy Weaver, Master Gardener

Gardening isn't just about creating a beautiful outdoor space, it’s an opportunity to nurture the
environment. One of the most impactful and sustainable ways to enhance your garden is by
incorporating native plants. These plants, naturally adapted to our local climate, soil, and
wildlife, offer numerous ecological benefits that every gardener should consider. Since April is
National Native Plant Month, it is timely to promote the use of native plants.

What Are Native Plants?

Native plants are species that have naturally evolved in a specific region over thousands of years
without human intervention. In the U. S. they are plants that existed before European settlement.
Unlike non-native species, these plants have developed a symbiotic relationship with local
wildlife, including pollinators like bees, butterflies, and birds. Because they are well-suited to the
local environment, native plants offer numerous advantages for both your garden and the
ecosystem.

The Advantages of Gardening with Native Plants

Low Maintenance

Native plants are adapted to the local soil, climate, and rainfall patterns, which means they
require less water, fertilizer, and pesticides. This makes them easier to care for and more
sustainable in the long term.

Ecological Benefits

These plants support local ecosystems by providing habitat and food for native wildlife. By
planting them, you're creating a sanctuary for pollinators and helping to preserve biodiversity in
your area.

Resilience

Native plants are naturally resistant to local pests and diseases, making them less susceptible to
infestations compared to non-native species. This resilience makes them a practical and low-
maintenance choice for any garden.

Choosing Native Plants

Tennessee’s diverse landscapes support a wide range of native plants. It’s important to choose
plants that are suited to your local environment. For example, a plant found along the banks of
the Mississippi River in West Tennessee may not be appropriate for East Tennessee. Many local
nurseries now specialize in native plants, and as demand increases, the selection continues to
grow.

However, it's crucial to verify the authenticity of native plants and seeds. Some plants may be
labeled "native," but they are actually "nativars" —cultivars (varieties) bred for specific traits,
such as color, and may not offer the same benefits as truly wild natives. Also, be cautious of
wildflower seed mixes, as they may contain non-native seeds or even invasive species that can
negatively impact local wildlife.

Planting and Care Tips



Timing

Spring is the ideal time to plant native perennials. These plants need the entire growing season to
establish themselves, so aim to plant them between late April and early May. Keep in mind that
native plants can take some time to become fully established.

Design and Planning

When choosing plants, consider their mature size. Some shrubs, like ninebark (Physocarpus
opulifolius), can grow 3 to 10 feet tall and 3 to 12 feet wide. Even though it has a moderate
growth rate, its striking features and size require thoughtful placement.

To make a bold statement, plant in groups of three to seven. Consider species like wild
bergamot, purple coneflower, Joe-Pye weed, and liatris for vibrant, attractive additions. Don’t
forget about milkweed, which is not only beautiful but crucial for supporting monarch butterflies.

Native Plants to Consider

For gardeners looking to add native plants for the first time, here are a few suggestions:

Bee Balm (Monarda fistulosa): A versatile herb that blooms in summer, Bee Balm prefers
partially shaded areas and requires more moisture than most natives. Its striking flowers attract
pollinators, especially bees.

Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea): This popular flower is known for its beautiful daisy-
like petals and its ability to attract butterflies.

Butterfly Weed (Asclepias tuberosa): This orange-flowering perennial blooms from early to late
summer and is a critical host plant for monarch butterflies, providing both food and shelter for
their larvae. Wild Geranium (Geranium maculatum): With its attractive pink to lavender
flowers, this perennial is another butterfly favorite.

White Fringe Tree (Chionanthus virginicus): This small tree is a beautiful addition to any
garden, especially in late spring when it produces fragrant, white flowers.

Passionflower Vine (Passiflora incarnata): Known for its striking flowers, this vine is a magnet
for pollinators like bees, butterflies, and hummingbirds. Though somewhat aggressive, it’s a
great choice for covering arbors or fences. It's also Tennessee’s state wildflower.

Final Thoughts

Gardening with native plants is a rewarding and sustainable way to enhance your outdoor space.
These plants not only add beauty and color to your landscape but also contribute to the health of
the local ecosystem. By choosing native species, you're supporting biodiversity and creating a
welcoming habitat for wildlife. As you begin or expand your journey with native plants,
remember that gardening is an ongoing learning process, filled with endless opportunities for
discovery.

Resources:
“Native Plants 101: What is a native plant?” https://theconservationfoundation.org/native-plants-
101-what-is-a-native-plant/

Tennessee Native Plant Society at https://tnps.org/

“Native Plants and Wildlife,” https://uthort.tennessee.edu/wildlife-2/
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“Tennessee Smart Yards,” https://tnyards.utk.edu/

“Landscaping for Wildlife with Native Plants — Urban Wildlife,” https://uthort.tennessee.edu/wp-
content/uploads/sites/228/2023/11/1andscaping-for-wildlife-with-native-plants%20NCSU .pdf

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

Or Washington County’s YouTube site:
https://www.youtube.com/@utextensionwashingtoncounty

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.
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