
Problematic plants - and some great 
natives to take their place in our 

gardens and nurseries! 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Who am i, grandfather garden
My experiences shopping for native plants 






Our gardens aren’t isolated —the y’re  p a rt  o f a  m uch b ig g e r syste m . 
The  p la nts we  choose  a ffe ct  p o llina to rs, b ird s, so il life , wa te r q ua lity…

So whe n we  swa p  out  a  p rob le m  p la nt  fo r a  na t ive  one , we ’re  no t  just  
cha ng ing  a  la nd sca p e —we ’re  re b uild ing  ha b ita t

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A lot of what we’re doing when we garden is hoping to replicate the deep joy and peace the natural world provides. We’re lucky enough to garden in one of the most biodiverse regions in North America. The plant relationships here have been developing slowly over thousands of years.  When we increase the pace of new plants drastically, we’re disrupting these long term relationships.

Some of the most common plants we see for sale are actually causing problems outside of our gardens. 

“When I say ‘problem plant,’ I don’t just mean something hard to grow. I mean plants that can escape our gardens, spread into natural areas, and start pushing out the species that belong there.
Some of them are officially invasive. Others are just… not pulling their weight ecologically.”


Frame as awareness, not as guilt or blame. 



Why do we call some plants problematic? 
Why does a garden center sell a plant? 

Beautiful or interesting textures and colors, fast -
growing, tough, disease and pest resistant, highly 

productive

But some of these “go -to” plants come with hidden costs.

A problem plant is one that:

● Escapes cultivation and spreads into wild areas
● Outcompetes native species
● Provides little value to local wildlife
● Can alter soil chemistry or habitat structure

Not all are officially invasive —
but many are ecologically 

unhelpful at best .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re all on some level familiar with invasive plants. If nothing else, none of use are hopefully going to go to a garden center and buy kudzu, tree of heaven, mimosa, or bamboo. 

Thankfully, many of the invasives aren’t sold anymore! Advocacy and research have worked. 



https://ncwildflower.org/invasive -e xo t ic -s p e c ie s -lis t /

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is real science behind this!!



We are so lucky to be here 
in Southern Appalachia

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We are surrounded by incredibly special and sensitive areas. 



Let’s look at a few plants that are commonly sold —a nd  wha t  we  ca n g row 
inste a d  tha t  d oe s m ore  fo r the  world  a round  us.

I f you’re  g a rd e ning  he re , it  he lp s to  le a n into  wha t  na tura lly thrive s in our 
cond it ions—coole r te m p e ra ture s, a cid ic so ils , a nd  va ria b le  m oisture .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There is a lot of science behind this. 



WHY do we 
like  t h is  
p la n t  in  a  
g a r d e n , a n d  
h o w d o  we  fill 
t h a t  r o le  with  
a  n a t ive ?? Bradford pear: 

We liked: Early bloom, showy bloom, fast growth, hardy and adaptable

Better Options: 
Amelanchier laevis (Serviceberry) and Cercis canadensis (Redbud) —you still get beautiful blooms, plus food for 

birds and pollinators – and yourself!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
‘Trojan Horse’ – interbred with other pears and spread into woods and roadsides. Structurally weak. 



Burning bush Euonymus alatus 

We like: incredible fall color, dense structure

Better Options: Itea virginica or Vaccinium corymbosum



Japanese Barberry Berberis thunbergii 
We like: low maintenance, showy berries and foliage, deer 
resistant 

Better options: Inkberry Holly ( Ilex glabra), Black 
Chokecherry ( Aronia melanocarpa) , or Black Huckleberry 

(Gaylussacia baccata )

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But it creates dense, humid conditions that are actually linked to higher tick populations—and it displaces native plants.”




English Ivy Hedera helix

We like: groundcover, spreads and climbs, grows on slopes

Better options: 

Virginia Creeper for climbing, Golden Ragwort for a slope, Wild Ginger for a shady lush mat of vegetation. 



Butterfly Bush 

What we like: attracts butterflies, long bloom time, fragrant 
and showy 

Better option: Summersweet (Clethra alnifolia )

Blazing Star ( Liatris spicata)

Milkweed ( Asclepias spp. ): A. tuberosa (Butterfly -weed) and 
A. incarnata (Swamp milkweed)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This one surprises people. Butterfly bush does attract butterflies—but mostly adult butterflies looking for nectar.
It doesn’t support their caterpillars, which means it’s not helping the next generation.”




Nandina domestica
What we like: showy red berries, highly adaptable and tough, fall color

Better options: 

American Beautyberry Callicarpa americana 

Winterberry Ilex verticillata

Red Chokeberry Aronia arbutifolia 

Aromatic Sumac Rhus aromatica

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Berries can be toxic to birds, spreads into the woods easily. 



Chinese Fountain Grass (Pennisetum alopecuriodes ) 

What we like: upright structure

Better options: 

Little Bluestem, Yellow Indiangrass, or Switchgrass 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Emerging threat as it becomes clear that it is spreading 



Liriope muscari 

What we like: clumping, grassy texture, evergreen

Better options: 
Sedges like Seersucker Sedge, Blue -eyed Grass, or Dwarf Crested Iris 



Norway Maple 

What we like: great dense 
canopy, seasonal color, robust 

Better options: 
Sugar Maple, Shagbark Hickory, or a 
native Oak



Hellebores
What we like: evergreen, deer resistant, early bloom 

Better options:  
Christmas Fern ( Polystichum acrostichoides ), Foamflower (Tiarella cordifolia), Woodland 
Stonecrop (Sedum ternatum )

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“You need to go to native plant confession and recite the keystone species list 20x and native bees list to your eco region 15x to be absolved of this sin.”



Chipping Away – just  d o  wha t  you ca n!

● Re p la ce  one  shrub  a t  a  t im e
● Ad d  na t ive  la ye rs (g round cove r → shrub  → ca nop y)
● Le t  le a ve s sta y (ha b ita t !)

Working with Nurseries

Encoura g e  cha ng e  b y:

● Asking  fo r na t ive  op t ions
● Sup p ort ing  na t ive  p la nt  sa le s
● Sha ring  succe ss sto rie s

De m a nd  sha p e s sup p ly.

Nurse rie s re sp ond  to  wha t  p e op le  a sk fo r.

So  whe n you re q ue st  na t ive  p la nts—or choose  the m  whe n the y’re  a va ila b le —you’re  he lp ing  shift  wha t’s o ffe re d  in the  fu ture .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You don’t have to redo your whole yard. Incremental changes can be powerful. 



Other amazing natives we’re loving in the 
Cob e y Bota nica l Ga rd e n…



A garden can be more than beautiful —it ca n b e  a  hub  fo r b iod ive rsity a nd  re silie nce . 

By choosing  the  rig ht  p la nts, we ’re  no t  just  g a rd e ning —we ’re  he lp ing  susta in one  o f the  m ost  d ive rse  e cosyste m s in North Am e rica .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A garden can be more than beautiful - it can be a hub for biodiversity. The plants we choose can create habitat, food webs, and resilience for the surrounding ecosystem. The Blue Ridge Mountains are incredibly rich in life, and our gardens can be a part of supporting that richness. We are helping sustain one of the most diverse ecosystems in North America!!



Plant Sales? 

Daniel Boone Native Gardens 
plant sale: May 16 and 20

Asheville Botanical Garden plant 
sale: May 15 and 16

Watauga Extension plant sales

More?? Please let me know!!



Local Nurseries 
*th is  is  c e r t a in ly n o t  a  c o m p r e h e n s ive  lis t ! 



Other Resources: 

Plant Range Maps: Biota of North America Project (BONAP) 
maps 

Weakley’s Flora of the Southeast 

NC Extension Gardener Toolbox

Xerces Society

If you want a list of native plants in the Cobey Botanical 
Garden, or a list of nurseries where I have successfully 
purchased native plants, please email me at 
etrott@grandfather.com

https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/
https://xerces.org/publications/native-plants
mailto:etrott@grandfather.com
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