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IMPACT

Native plant collection provide sustainable

options for beautiful landscapes

AT A GLANCE

The program provides research on native plant
selections and has identified over 600 native
plants adaptable to Idaho landscapes that may
reduce water use by as much as 75%.

The Situation

Water is a limited resource in Southern Idaho. Annu-
al precipitation in the region ranges from 8 to 12 inch-
es. Most precipitation falls during the winter months,
meaning summer irrigation is necessary to maintain
healthy, beautiful landscapes. Traditional landscape
plant materials require a minimum of 25 to 35 inches
of irrigation water per summer. Urban sprawl and
agricultural development ensure that Idaho water
resources will become more limiting in the future. A
sustainable approach to plant maintenance must be
adopted by Idaho homeowners and landscapers. The
best tool for water conservation is drought-tolerant
plant materials. Historically, few water-conserving
plant products have been available in the nursery
trade, meaning installation of sustainable landscapes
lacks practicality.

Our Response

In 2005, researchers and Extension personnel at the
University of Idaho initiated a native plant domesti-
cation project to address the lack of drought-tolerant
plants in the Idaho nursery industry. Grant funds
from the Idaho State Department of Agriculture, the
Idaho Native Plant Society, and the American Penste-
mon Society were secured to support the project. On-
going plant domestication research and Extension
consists of collecting native plants from public lands,
evaluating plant performance in research trials, in-
creasing seed storage of superior selections, demon-

Demonstration garden at the Moscow Arboretum. Photo by
Stephen Love.

strating the value of the plants in public gardens, and
transferring the plants to the Idaho nursery industry.
The research process for this project is repeated annu-
ally until the project has fulfilled its mission of build-
ing a native plant industry. A significant number of
positive outcomes have emerged from the project.

Program Outcomes

Collection of new and potentially valuable plant ma-
terials is critical to project success and has been con-
tinuous since 2005. The most recent scouting excur-
sion, completed by Tony McCammon, Wayne Jones,
and Stephen Love in late July 2014 was designed to
find diminutive forms of high elevation species. A
total of 66 plant selections were collected in Idaho’s
Lemhi Range, White Cloud Peaks, Seven Devils
Mountains, and Sheep Rock Overlook; Oregon’s
Wallowa Mountains; Nevada’s Ruby Mountains; and
Utah’s Markagunt Plateau, Henry Mountains, and
Abajo Mountains. Over the past 10 seasons, 4,204
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Aquilegia scopulorum growing in a demonstration Rock Garden in Aberdeen.
Photo by Stephen Love.

selections of native plants, representing 958 species, have
been collected for evaluation.

Systematic evaluation trials to measure horticultural perfor-
mance of native plant collections have been conducted at the
Aberdeen R&E Center since 2006. Domestication through
mass selection is employed to create uniform, superior plant
products. Currently, 600 native plant selections, representing
371 species, have shown some degree of landscape potential
and are being actively evaluated. Assessments include hardi-
ness, adaptation to high soil pH, drought tolerance, foliage
aesthetics, bloom color, bloom period, bloom profusion, and
general horticultural potential.

Seed increase plots provide sufficient quantities of seed for
public gardens and to transfer prospective plant products to
the Idaho nursery industry. To date, 160 native plants have
been established in seed increase plots, multiple pounds of
seed has been collected from each species the past two year.

Public demonstration gardens allow extended evaluations
and provide education about native plants and their potential
contributions in the landscape. Cooperative gardens have
been established at the Idaho Botanical Garden (Boise), the Ul
Arboretum (Moscow), Sawtooth Botanical Garden (Hailey),
Twin Falls County Extension Office, Museum of Idaho (Idaho
Falls), Salmon High School, Jefferson Elementary School
(Pocatello), ISU Museum of Natural History (Pocatello), and
Harriman State Park (Island Park).

Transfer to the Idaho industry of native plant products that
can flourish with 75% less water is the ultimate output of this
project. In 2011, the University formed a partnership with
Conservation Seeding and Restoration, Inc., a native plant
nursery in Kimberly, Idaho. A new subsidiary company
called Native Roots, LLC, was created specifically to market

plants developed by the project. Since the
advent of the partnership, 110 native
plant products have been transferred to
Native Roots, LLC. In October, 2013,
Native Roots, LLC went public with their
first 30 native plant products. Market re-
sponse was positive with available seed
sold out by early spring 2014.

The native plant domestication project
has become the focal point in University
of Idaho Extension’s efforts to spread in-
formation on topics related to landscape
sustainability and water conservation. In
addition, each year the public is invited to
a major project field day. Throughout
Idaho, numerous workshops and semi-
nars are provided on topics related to
landscaping with native plants. Samples
of plants are given to individuals to in-
crease knowledge about native plants.
Since 2005, the project has provided over
35 refereed and peer-reviewed articles,
published in scientific journals, society
annuals, and University bulletins.
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