
CHAPTER 2 
THE BENEFITS OF GOING NATIVE 

There's a wide range of benefits to Going Native and by the end of this book, you’ll 

probably be tired of me extolling the virtues of the native plant garden. But let’s start with the 
primary benefits of taking your garden down a more native path… 

1. Native plants are better adapted to your region. 
2. Native gardens save you time and money. 
3. Native gardens conserve resources and protect the environment. 
4. Native gardens protect and conserve native species of plants and give a boost to 
native wildlife. 

What does all this mean for your garden? Let’s take a closer look… 

Native plants are better adapted to your region 
Simply put, native plants are naturally suited to your region. On their own, they've adapted to 
your area's weather extremes, pests and diseases. If they hadn't, the plants would be deader than 
a cactus after a Minnesota winter. 

Over the many, many, many years since the first ancestors to plants in your area appeared, 
subsequent generations have been naturally changing to better handle conditions such as 
Southwest heat, Northwest rain or Northeast chills. This means that if you stick one of these 
naturally adapted plants in your yard, they'll make it through the above mentioned weather 
conditions relatively unscathed.  

Trust me when I say that I've never had to dig up and overwinter a native bleeding heart 
(Dicentra sp.), but leave a dahlia in my yard's soggy clay soil over the winter and that Mexican/
Central American native is a goner. 

Native gardens save you time and money 
The better adapted a plant is to a region, the less work it takes to maintain. Gardens require 
enough work and while most of this work is enjoyable, I don't like to pile on more chores than 
necessary. Do you? Thought not. 



Once established, native plants require very little, if any, extra water during dry periods saving 
you the time it takes to water and saving you money on your utility bills. A couple other time 
savers: You won’t need to dig native plants up 
for winter storage and, if you replace your lawn 
with a native alternative (see Chapter 11 - 
Looking at Lawns) you will hardly need to mow. 
Break out the chaise lounge! 

How much 
money can Going 
Native save you? 
A 20-year study 
on large properties (as in industrial/business 
parks) conducted by Applied Ecological Services 
found that maintaining a non-native landscape, 
which included turf grass, cost $20,000 per acre 
each year of the study. Over the same time 
period, the native landscape they studied cost 
only $3,000 per acre per year. 

You may not live on an industrial park, but 
native plants will still save you money. 

!  

Purple Milkweed, Asclepias purpurascens; EC, MW, SE, Cen 

You can often save money with native plants from the very start of your garden project. You 
know all those neighborhood plant sales that pop up in the springtime? Many of them carry 
native plants that can be picked up for a song – or a few dollars if you can’t carry a tune. If your 
state allows it, you can obtain an inexpensive permit to dig native plants from natural areas. 
Again…do this ONLY if you have a permit. We’ll cover more about how and where to obtain 
native plants in the next chapter. 

Ohio Buckeye, Aesculus glabra; 

MW, NE, portions of SE, ECa 



Even if you have to pay retail prices for your native plants, these plants will still save you money 
in the long run. Because native plants are so well adapted to the forces of nature in your area, 
you're not going to need to replace them after a harsh weather. That Midwest freeze or Southwest 
drought is unlikely to kill off plants that are native to (read: survivors of) those conditions. This 
saves you money in replacing plants and reduces the heart ache of seeing a favorite plant you've 
raised and nurtured die from a bout of tough weather. You also save time since you won’t have to 
shop for or plant new plants to replace the ones that died. 

Besides having evolved to handle the weather of a particular region, native plants have also had 
to contend with and find ways to survive insect attacks and diseases. Sure, native plants will get 
nibbled on by bugs or lose a few leaves to a fungal problem, but compared to non-native species, 
native plants are much less likely to be completely devoured or destroyed. Again this saves you 
money on replacement plants, and it keeps you from shelling out your hard earned cash on 
pesticides. 

Have I mentioned native plants are adapted to your region? That includes your region's soil type. 
This means their roots have the ability to pull all the nutrients they need from the soil without 
any help from a box of fertilizer. This saves you money and saves you the cost of buying 
fertilizer and the time of spreading it.  

Note: Your garden soil may have been altered from what is native in your region and 
you'll need to remedy that…a topic we'll cover in Chapter 3 - Soil Matters. Since all soil 
can benefit from a little amendment and all gardeners should understand their soil type, I 
highly recommend everyone read that chapter. 

By the way, native plants not only save you money directly, but also indirectly by saving tax 
money. Need an example? According to the United States National Arboretum “over $100 
million a year is spent in the U.S. combating invasive plants in wetlands alone.”  One hundred 
million dollars. Per year. Yeah, let that sink in a bit and you’ll understand the importance of 
native, non-invasive plants. 

Native gardens conserve resources and protect the environment 
Remember, most home and garden habits that save you money also help the environment. Like 
taking shorter showers and turning down the heat, using less water and chemicals on your plants 
is super good for the environment and our future.  

Keep in mind that native plants are adapted to fluctuations in water availability and rarely need 
to be watered. Since less than one percent of the water on Earth is fresh enough for our use it’s 
more important than ever to conserve this vital resource. The more we dump on our gardens, 
means the less we’ll have for drinking, washing and surviving.  

How much water do we use in a non-native garden? The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
states that watering gardens filled mainly with non-native turf grass accounts for 30% of water 
use on the East Coast and nearly 60% of water use on the West Coast. That’s a lot of water. 

That money you saved on fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides means you’re keeping those 
products from contaminating our waterways.  See, these chemicals have a handy way of getting 



into water supplies where they harm animals' (including humans’) reproductive, neurological 
and endocrine systems. The chemicals, especially those in fertilizers, also disrupt the oxygen 
balance in waterways making life tough for fish and amphibians. 

And don’t forget, those pesticides and herbicides don’t disappear once you place them on your 
yard. With each application, you’re exposing yourself, your pets and your children to a chemical 
soup that has been shown to cause cancer, birth defects and developmental problems. We’ll look 
more closely at the scary truths of lawn products in Chapter 8 - Rethinking Chemicals. 
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Sego Lily, Calochortus nuttallii; RO, SW 

Native gardens protect and conserve native species of plants and give a boost to 
native wildlife  

As mentioned above, native plants don’t require additional chemicals to help them thrive. This 
keeps those chemicals from getting into waterways where they harm fish and other aquatic 
species, keeps them out of the soil where they can harm soil critters that are vital to plant and soil 
health, keeps them off the bugs and berries that native birds munch on, and keeps them out of 
many other aspects of the ecosystem where they can cause long-lasting and sometimes 
irreversible problems.  

Besides resource conservation and environmental protection, adding native plants helps preserve 
these species. According to the U.S. Botanical Garden approximately one in every three plant 
species in the U.S. is threatened, but only 39 species are under protection in public gardens. By 
including some native plants in your garden, you’re providing a protected space for native 
species. 

Domestication is a huge boon to any species. Seriously, when have you ever heard of an 
endangered house cat? Since many native species are getting crowded out by non-native invaders  

that have made their way into wild areas (I'm looking at you English ivy and periwinkle!) we 
need to do what we can to protect and promote native plants to ensure their survival.  



Adding native plants into your own garden helps replace some of the plant life lost in the never-
ending parade of construction projects. These projects often clear out natural areas only to 
replace them with turf grass and non-native plants that require frequent watering, mowing and 
chemical care.  

Native plants in the garden also give a boost to wildlife. Because the birds, butterflies and other 
critters native to your area evolved alongside many of the plants native to your region, the seeds, 
berries, nectar and even the pests from these plants are the top food sources for your area's wild 
beasties.  

Why is this important?  Because in the U.S. alone, we have lost 68% of our wild bird population 
since 1967 and over 600 species of animals are listed as endangered or threatened. Much of this 
has to do with habitat loss. A native garden replaces a small portion of this habitat, giving our 
native creatures places to feed, rest and nest. In Chapter 10 -Wildlife in the Garden you’ll learn 
all about attracting wildlife to your yard. 

Have I convinced you to add at least a few native plants to your yard? If you love saving money 
and giving Mother Nature a 
helping hand, turn the page. If 
you hate plants and animals, 
have enough money that you use 
dollar bills as toilet paper and 
have a personal assistant to save 
you time, well, thanks for 
reading this far. Still, even you 
may want to keep reading 
because the rest of the book only 
gets better! 

 

Chapman’s Rhododendron, Rhododendron chapmanii; 
Florida (endemic) 
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Trumpet Honeysuckle, Lonicera sempervirens; EC, MW, NE, SE, ECa 

READY FOR MORE? 

Learn about your many shopping options for both paperbacks and e-
books of Going Native on my Where to Buy page. 
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