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Cat’s ear was such a disaster that | wanted you to appreciate this mess. 25-50 seeds per head. Imagine acres of it. It's toxic too.
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Besides, | just like the grand mountain dandelion better.



| guess I'm just prejudiced.
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Our property is amazingly varietal even for this region, and
especially for a parcel this small. It is home to five distinct
types of habitat: redwood conifer forest, oak and madrone
woodland, native meadows of several types, scrub/chaparral,
and the unique “Santa Cruz Sand Hill” habitat. It is a wonderful
laboratory for observing dynamic behaviors among these plant
communities over long periods of time. The only thing we'’re
missing is a pond or running stream.

All told, as of 2014 we manage 351 observed plant species, of
which 227 are native, an impressive degree of “species
richness” for only 14 acres. According to at least seven local
botanists and restoration experts (three of whom had been
presidents of the Northern California Chapter of the California
Native Plant Society), the Wildergarten now has the purest
collections of native plants to be found anywhere on the Central
Coast of California and perhaps in North America. Virtually
every park, preserve, or “pristine area” in the region is
significantly infested with exotic plants by comparison.

Much of this book centers upon what it took to achieve these
results. Not surprisingly, it has demanded a huge investment of
time, money, and labor that is not over by any means.

Consider this little meadow close-up. Within ten feet, | have
counted over twenty species (there are seven in the photo;
several more have been weeded out). When | started the
project, there were four species in this area, total. Now, imagine
looking for 10-15 different target weeds amid this tangle, as fast
as you can go. Hour after hour, day after day, year after year.

The goal here is simply to see how full compliments of native
plants behave with minimal exotic intrusion. It has never been
done on this scale before. What we have learned is that this
system is quite different than the usual landscape in
California. These plants exhibit complex interactions with
each other and soil that are not described in the literature.



Another typical question is if there is anything intrinsically
superior about native plants. To the surprise of many, | would
arguethat, on an individual basis, in most cases the answer is
no. However, when one looks at how individuals behave
within total systems, | would argue natives are generally better.
The reasons are subtle and demand some explanation.

There are but two ways to provide the material with which to
produce the physical products you buy: agriculture and
mining. The first is in some respects the second, in that
whatever soil minerals leave the site as products are also
effectively mined. So, any process that tends to increase the
productivity of soils or makes them more resistant to problems
would seem to be a good thing.

Consider the verbena at left (top). Althoughiit is a perennial, it
has the property of dying back every winter, leaving massive
amounts of soil organic matter in the form of decaying roots
and vegetation. Every spring, annual forbs germinate in that
soil and die, leaving processed nitrogen, then to be covered
over by the verbena. It then becomes a powerful moisture-
retention blanket during the summer while providing an
important source of pollen to hordes of bees for months. Itis
however not a palatable forage or competitive with weeds.

Consider hedge nettle (Stachys bullata). This genus is known
to have associations with nitrogen fixing bacteria in the root
zone (rhizosphere). It too makes beautiful soil and doesn’t
sting. Suchrelationships may explain why we see so much
growth here despite the fact that our nitrate numbers are pitifully
low and the soil lacks sufficient molybdenum for those nitrogen
fixing bacteria (diazotrophs) commonly found in legumes.

There is a lot of research to do, yet these and similar plants are
in trouble. If you now realize that we do not know much about
them, more significantis that we know a lot less about how
they interact with each other without weeds and especially in
soil where microbial associations are very poorly understood.
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So, do | think non-native plants always bad?

Well, of the 124 exotic species we have seen here, | have
classified only ten (10) as benign, meaning that they do not
displace natives and tend to stay put within the system; in the
vernacular, “they know how to get along.” Examples are relic
landscaping plants on the property: oleanders, a mission
olive tree, a periwinkle years or two, a juniper shrub, and a
patch of “naked ladies” (Amaryllis belladonna). The rest of
the non-native plants we have here universally crowd out
natives, in part because they can tolerate a far broader range
of habitat conditions than the natives seek to colonize.

A good example is at left. Obviously, Filago californica (native,
top) and Filago gallica (endemic to France, below) are related.
The former lives only in sand hills. The latter lives anywhere
there is full sun and bare soil. The non-native almost fully
displaces the native, but it also displaces native clovers,
lotuses, and navarretias elsewhere too. The non-native once
outnumbered the native in its preferred habitat, 50:1. After
eight years of weeding, that ratio is now even. There is
currently noway to separate the two other than by hand.

But, don’t we want plants that are widely
adaptable? Well, not necessarily:

+ If we want systems capable of sustaining numerous
species of insects and birds, the answer is no.

* If we do not want to displace numerous native
plantsin the wild, the answer is no.

* If we want varietal cohort species (such as soil
bacteria) with which they are symbiotes, no.

* If we want the plants to get along with each other such
that systems can perform multiple functionsin the
same spot, no.

» If we want adaptable systems as a whole, probably not.



As a final element to this, “Are non-natives always bad?”
question, almost all of the plants we are talking about are
those that people have already found to be undesirable
for residential or agricultural use. In fact, most would be
considered bad plants just about anywhere.

They are:
* Inedible to humans, beasts, or insects,
‘ Il;ij_iﬂ:’fa@rl’ UEIE] T ’  Allergenicirritants,
\@my 2 'mjﬁﬁmﬂiﬁﬁ. : VA & » They displace forbs that produce protein in forage,
* Many are toxic,
» Very destructive to soil fungi and microflora,
* Many cause mechanical injury to animals,
» Most have poor forage value,
+ Many produceirritating burs,
* Most are water hogs,

(.i:fl: ;' RS '« They are all virtually uncontrollable, and

qpo,-sog,,i -il?!‘.-e"%l_(:k\’; { + Most are fire hazards (at least they are here).
.i Conium ma culat I{\ :
N B N This does not mean that they have no potential use, as

the examples of various vetches and poison hemlock (to
come) demonstrate. One can make honey from star
thistle. However, in this region, | really don’t know why
anybody would want large amounts of them given their
native alternatives.

Most people find exotics undesirable, but would seem
equally unwilling to do what it takes to bring them under
control. In general, most people either do not know or
care what is native versus exotic or do not possess the
means to exercise their preferences.
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As a special subset of “bad plants,” invasive exotics build massive monocultures, meaning that they tend to exclude all other plants.
These pests are displacing native plants, worldwide. The US Soils Conservation Service introduced kudzu as an erosion control...
Well, it certainly worked for that.
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July 2010, nea Wetumpka, Alabama
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John D. Byrd, Mississippi State
University, Bugwood.org
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... but other invasive exotics came in accidentally, facilitated at an increasing rate by global trade with neither inspections nor treatment.
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