
VARIETY INFORMATION

How can you and your business move forward with native 
perennials?

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE NATIVE
What are native plants and what roles do they 

offer in the landscape? As already mentioned, 
there are numerous variations of how a native 
plant is defined. Perhaps the most simple and 
relevant definition is “a native plant is one that 
occurs naturally in the place where it evolved.” 
This definition implies that the native plant 
grows naturally in a specific region or locality 
without direct or indirect human intervention.

In natural landscapes, native plant species 
offer great benefits to the environment and the 
local ecosystem. Native perennials contribute 
to sustainable habitats through symbiotic 
relationships with other native plants and 
wildlife. Native species have mutually beneficial 
relationships and are essential to the survival 
of pollinators and insects, birds and other 
wildlife populations.

Native plants are most beneficial to the 
environment or natural habitats when 
they are planted in places that match their 
growing requirements and the sites they were 
originally growing on. Matching a native plant 
to its preferred or natural growing conditions 
such as its soil type, moisture preferences 
and even its weather conditions will aid in 
the successful establishment of a native and 
sustainable landscape. 

Once established, native perennials are 
better suited to the growing conditions 

and will usually require less care 
than plants from other locations. 

Native plants tend to struggle 
less and are better suited for 
surviving seasonal swings in 

temperature, periods 
of overly wet or 
dry conditions, 

and bouts of high 
humidity better than 

many of the cultivated 
varieties and hybrids 

on the market. 

W ith the increased popularity and 
demand for native plants in recent 
years, more and more growers are 

placing a greater emphasis on them. Many 
perennial programs already contain some 
natives, but now with the renewed interest 
in protecting pollinators and using drought 
resistant plants (along with numerous other 
reasons), native perennials are continuing to be 
a growth category for many greenhouses and 
nurseries.

As you’re probably already aware there are 
numerous definitions and viewpoints out there 
regarding what native plants are and how they 
should be used. There are some individuals 
(purists) who adhere to the strictest meaning 
of native plants and will not consider any plant 
that originated in different geographic locations 
or which have been cross bred in any way, 
shape or form. While the majority of people 
do not have such rigid expectations and are 
generally more open to looking at natives from a 
broader and more relaxed perspective.

Regardless of your personal viewpoints on 
what defines native plants, you’ll likely have 
opportunities to satisfy the needs of both types 
of customers.
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SCIENTIFIC NAME

Acorus americanus
Adiantum pedatum
Agastache foeniculum
Amsonia hubrichtii
Andropogon gerardii
Anemone canadensis
Aquilegia canadensis
Aruncus dioicus
Asarum canadense
Asclepias incarnata
Asclepias syriaca
Asclepias tuberosa
Aster (Symphyotrichum)  
   cordifolius
Athyrium filix-femina
Baptisia australis
Callirhoe involucrata
Caltha palustris
Carex appalachica
Carex muskingumensis
Chasmanthium latifolium
Chelone glabra
Chrysogonum virginianum
Coreopsis verticillata
Deschampsia cespitosa
Dicentra eximia
Dryopteris marginalis
Echinacea paradoxa
Echinacea purpurea
Eragrostis spectabilis
Eupatorium coelestinum
Eupatorium fistulosum
Geranium maculatum
Geum fragarioides 

Helenium autumnale
Heliopsis helianthoides
Heuchera longiflora
Hisbiscus moscheutos
Iris cristata
Iris versicolor
Juncus effusus
Liatris spicata
Lobelia cardinalis
Lobelia siphilitica
Lonicera sempervirens
Lupinus perennis
Matteuccia struthiopteris
Mertensia virginica
Monarda bradburiana
Monarda fistulosa
Muhlenbergia capillaris
Nassella tenuissima
Oenothera fruticosa
Osmunda cinnamomea
Pachysandra procumbens
Panicum virgatum
Penstemon digitalis
Phlox divaricata
Phlox paniculata
Phlox subulata
Physostegia virginiana
Polemonium reptans
Polystichum acrostichoides
Ratibita pinnata
Rudbeckia fulgida
Rudbeckia triloba
Schizachryrium scoparium
Scutellaria ovata
Sisyrinchium angustifolium
Solidago sempervirens
Spigelia marilandica
Stokesia laevis
Tiarella cordifolia
Tradescantia ohiensis
Verbena hastata
Vernonia noveboracensis
Veronicastrum viginicum
Woodwardia virginica

COMMON NAME

Sweetflag
Northern Maidenhair
Anise Hyssop
Threadleaf Bluestar
Big Bluestem
Canadian Anemone
Wild Columbine
Goat’s Beard
Wild Ginger
Swamp Milkweed
Common Milkweed
Butterfly Weed
Blue Wood Aster 

Lady Fern
False Blue Indigo
Poppy Mallow
Marsh Marigold
Appalachian Sedge
Muskingum Sedge
Northern Sea Oats
Turtlehead
Green and Gold
Whorled Tickseed
Tufted Hairgrass
Wild Bleeding Heart 
Eastern Woodfern
Yellow Purple Coneflower
Coneflower
Purple Lovegrass
Hardy Ageratum
Joe Pye Weed
Wild Geranium
Appalachian Barren  
   Strawberry
Common Sneezeweed
Smooth Oxeye
Longflower Alumroot
Swamp Rosemallow
Dwarf Crested Iris
Blueflag
Soft Rush
Spike Gayfeather
Cardinal Flower
Great Blue Lobelia
Trumpet Honeysuckle
Sundial Lupine
Ostrich Fern
Virginia Bluebells
Eastern Beebalm
Wild Bergamot
Muhly Grass
Finestem Needlegrass
Sundrops
Cinnamon Fern
Allegheny Spurge
Switchgrass
Beardtongue
Woodland Phlox
Garden Phlox
Moss Phlox
Obedient Plant
Creeping Jacob’s Ladder
Christmas Fern
Prairie Coneflower
Black-eyed Susan
Three-lobed Coneflower
Little Bluestem
Heartleaf Skullcap
Blue-eyed Grass
Seaside Goldenrod
Indian Pink
Stoke’s Aster
Foamflower
Spiderwort
Blue Vervain
New York Ironweed
Culver’s Root
Viginia Chain Fern

Table 1. Perennials Native to Some Regions of the  
United States

Vernonia noveboracensis (Photo: North Creek Nurseries)
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When native perennials are placed into the 
right location they will thrive, require less care 
and supplemental irrigation, help to reduce 
rain water runoff, maintain healthy soils and 
support natural wildlife better than other types 
of plants. With the expanding population and 
urban encroachment, it’s very important that 
we get serious about natural landscapes and 
preserving native habitats. Your customers are 
aware of this and many of them will be looking 
for native perennials to help them take steps 
towards a sustainable landscape.

ARE WE STRETCHING THE 
DEFINITION?

As entrepreneurs, we often stretch the 
definitions a little to allow for larger marketing 
and sales opportunities. For example, plants 
are commonly marketed as being native to 

the United States when they may actually 
only be native in a significantly smaller 
geographic region within the United States. 
Are we misrepresenting the meaning of 
“native” and misleading consumers? Perhaps 
when thinking of native plants, you should 
be thinking about what grows in your local 
ecosystem rather than what could be grown in 
a broader/national region. 

Plant breeding and selecting plants with 
certain attributes such as larger, longer 
lasting blooms and listing them as being 
“native” is another way our industry often 
stretches the boundaries between cultivated 
and native plant species. Many named 
cultivars and hybrids are marketed as natives 
or nativars, but are these plants really 
native or native to the regions they’re being 
promoted in? I think you’d be surprised how 

Liatris spicata (Photo: North Creek Nurseries) Amsonia hubrichtii (Photo: Walters Gardens)

Coreopsis verticillata (Photo: North Creek Nurseries) Mertensia virginiana (Photo: North Creek Nurseries)

...and boy, have you waited a long time!  It’s been 

ten years since we added a new KNOCK OU T® 

ROSE  to the Family, but not for lack of trying, or 

breeding or testing!  The standards for a KNOCK 

OU T® ROSE  are so high that it’s not often a 

potential introduction is even considered.  With 

these three additions, you can finally offer the range 

of colors that your customers have been wanting!

come to those 
who wait!

the Peachy 
Knock Out® 
rose  ‘Radgor’ 

PP 25,628

the Coral 
Knock Out® 
rose *  ‘Radral’ 

PP 19,803

the White 
Knock Out® 
rose  ‘Radwhite’ 

PP 20,273

*Available only for sales in the South and Midwest,  
ask your Territory Manager for details.

www.STARROSESand PLANTS.com

Supply is limited so don’t wait to place your order!

1-800-457-1859
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few plants in the marketplace are 
truly native in the regions where 
they are marketed. 

Regardless, our industry, 
landscapers and gardeners have 
all enthusiastically embraced all 
things native. There seems to be 
no firm boundaries or limitations 
as what native perennials are or 
how they are used. Whether native 
perennials are being used by 
purists who adhere to the strictest 
native definitions or consumers 
who simply receive gratification 
for utilizing native plants in their 
landscapes, there truly are plenty 
of opportunities to grow and sell 
native plants.

SELLING NATIVE PLANTS
If your goal or the goal of your 

customers is to establish natural 
native landscapes, then it will be 
important to distinguish which 
plants are native to the specific 
geographic area the plants are being 
planted into. Keep in mind that a 
plant native to the United States 
doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s 
native to the area it’s being utilized. 
It’s also helpful to understand 
the geographic origin and genetic 
diversity of the plant source; when 
possible, choose a plant source 
which is from an area that matches 
the growing area of the intended 
site as closely as possible.

For most of our customers, the 
definition of native is much less 
rigid than what the purist believes. 
As a result, the boundaries for 
native plants are much broader and 
will allow for a significantly wider 
selection of perennial species 
and cultivars to be marketed and 
utilized as native plants.

I’ve included a listing of 
several native plants for your 
consideration (Table 1). This is 
just a sampling of what’s currently 
being marketed, there are many 
more plant species than the ones 
I’ve provided. Also, not to over 
emphasize this point, but keep in 
mind that the plants in this listing 
are native to somewhere in the 
United States and they’re not 
native in all locations.

In the end, there’s no right or 
wrong way to go about producing 
and selling native perennials. 

Be prepared to educate your 
customers about the nuances of 
native plants and everything they 
have to offer as well as some of 
the potential limitations of these 
plants. Take each customer into 
consideration and do your best 
to sell them whatever native 

plants best meets their objectives. 
Growing and selling natives doesn’t 
have to be intimidating. 

Paul Pilon is a horticultural consultant, 
owner of Perennial Solutions Consulting 
(www.perennialsolutions.com), 
and author of Perennial Solutions: 

A Grower’s Guide to Perennial 
Production. He can be reached by 
phone 616.366.8588 or paul@
perennialsolutions.com.  
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