
What are Native Plants?

There are many definitions of the term “native 
plants.”

Wikipedia defines native plants as “...a term to 
describe plants endemic (indigenous) or 
naturalized to a given area in geologic time.” 
That geologic time is  often defined as prior to 
European contact. Here in California, this would 
be somewhere around the early 1500s. 

A native plant can also be defined as a plant 
that is naturally found in an area, as opposed to 
plants that people introduce. 

The United States Department of Agriculture 
uses this definition: “A plant that lives or grows 
naturally in a particular region without direct or 
indirect human intervention.”

The importance of these distinctions is because 
native plants have co-evolved with animals, 
fungi, and microbes to form a complex network 
of relationships. The plants are only one part of  
t h e i r n a t i v e e c o s y s t e m s , o r n a t u r a l 
communities. They are the foundation and their 
characteristics  have a major influence on how 
the plant community developed. 
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Defining what is a native plant in a particular 
area is a complex task. For example, there are 
about six hundred species of oaks, but only a 
couple of dozen that are considered native to 
California. 

A l l oaks are in the genus ( rank ing 
classification) Quercus and botanists divide 
this  further by key characteristics, not just by  
where they grow. Native “designation” has 
been assigned by botanists and scientists 
over the course of decades. And, like many 
scientific classifications, new genetic testing 
may provide us with information that changes 
these groupings in the future. 

It isn’t by taxonomy alone that a plant is 
associated with a particular place. The best 
sources for whether a plant is considered 
native are the California Native Plant Society 
and other research organizations. For the 
home gardener, look to your favorite native 
plant nursery and gardening books for 
clarification. 

Know that using native plants brings benefits 
at many levels. Native plants:

•Have a fascinating ecological complexity 
developed over eons

•Give a particular place on the planet a 
specific visual sense as well as ecosystem

•Benefit the wildlife kingdom because of 
complex symbiotic relationships
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