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Hundreds of years ago, before modern settlement altered the
landscape, Wisconsin was a mosaic of native grasses,
wildflowers, and trees that had evolved complex relationships
with the region’s soi ls,  wildl ife, and climate. Widespread loss of
native species and habitat fragmentation have since
destabil ized these interconnected systems, reducing biodiversity
and ecosystem resi l ience. Yet, by reintroducing native plants
into our parks, yards, schools, and other public and private
spaces, we can begin to restore these vital connections and
support a healthier environment for generations to come.
 
Native plants offer many benefits for both people and the
environment. They are uniquely adapted to our local cl imate and
soils,  naturally hardy, and often more resistant to pests and
diseases. Their deep, wide-spreading root systems help soak up
rainwater, reduce runoff, and prevent erosion. Once established,
native plants are beautiful year-round and require l itt le
watering, ferti l izing, or mowing. This reduced maintenance can
lead to significant cost savings compared to traditional turf
grass. In addition, native landscapes provide valuable ecosystem
benefits—improving water quality and offering essential food
and habitat for birds, poll inators, and other wildl ife.

WHY NATIVE PLANTS

Image: Rainscaping Iowa

Impact on Water Quality
In natural,  native plant-covered landscapes, rain soaks into the ground gradually.
However, today much of the land is covered by impervious surfaces – such as streets,
parking lots, roofs, compacted turf grass, and heavily t i l led agricultural f ields – where
the water cannot soak into the ground. Instead, water runoff f lows over the land, picking
up pollutants, sediment, and nutrients along the way and transports them to streams,
rivers, and lakes. One of the nutrients transported with runoff is phosphorous, which can
cause excessive algae growth in water bodies. Algal blooms are unsightly, pungent, and
potential ly dangerous. People often do not want to swim, boat, or f ish in this water,
which is detrimental to local economies that rely on tourism. The algae can also produce
toxins that may cause skin rashes, respiratory infections, stomach problems, paralysis,
and (in worst cases) death of humans and animals. 

The deep root systems  of native plants help decrease soil  compaction and infi ltrate
water back into the ground, reducing stormwater runoff and the transport of excess
nutrients and pollutants to nearby water bodies. 
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Impact on Pollinators
In their 1996 book, The Forgotten Poll inators, Buchmann and Nabhan estimated that
animal poll inators are needed for the reproduction of 90% of f lowering plants and one
third of human food crops. Each of us depends on these industrious poll inators in a
practical way to provide us with the wide range of foods we eat. In addition, poll inators
are part of the intricate web that supports the biological diversity in the natural
ecosystems that help sustain our quality of l ife.
 
Unfortunately, the numbers of both native poll inators and domesticated bee populations
are declining. They are threatened by habitat loss, disease, and the excessive and
inappropriate use of pesticides. Planting native plants and reducing, or el iminating,
pesticide applications that often accompany the traditional residential lawn
maintenance regime can provide important food sources and habitat for the poll inators
upon which we so heavily rely.

The plants you grow wil l  go to schools and organizations within Dane County that apply
for plants through this program. Applications that demonstrate high water quality and
educational benefits wil l  be given priority. Plants wil l  be matched with groups according
to their project needs (e.g., raingarden, poll inator garden, etc.). Plant recipients wil l
receive planting and care instructions and must sign a document stating their
commitment to planting, watering and caring for the plants for the first two years after
planting. 
 

FREE NATIVE PLANTS PROGRAM
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GROWING SUPPLIES

Why Potting Mix?
I t  is possible to sprout seedlings using soil  r ight from 
your garden but for this program we ask volunteers to 
use a soil less potting mix for several reasons:

When using soil  from your garden, you don’t know what else might be in the soil ,  such
as disease spores, bacteria, weed seeds, jumping worms, or other unwanted
materials.
Soil less mix has better drainage and provides a less compact material which helps
with the seedling’s root development. 
Soil less mix is not as heavy as soi l  making the trays easier to transport and move
around.

 
Many of the local home and garden stores sel l  a soi l less potting mix. Call ahead to make
sure they have it in stock to save yourself a tr ip. Some of these mixes are compressed
and give you a large amount of material. 

Provided by Dane County:
Seeds
Pots and Trays
Plant labels
Garden marker

Examples of Potting MIX

Where Do the Seeds Come From?
For this volunteer program, Dane County wil l  be providing you with al l  the seeds you
need. Most of this seed is collected by our volunteer program and goes back to our parks
to restore newly purchased land or add diversity to existing land. A small amount goes to
this program. You wil l  have the choice as to how many different varieties you want to
grow. Please only use seed provided by Dane County  for this program. 

Provided by the Volunteer:
Milk jugs
Box cutter
Screwdriver, awl, or something sharp 
Soilless potting mix 
Bucket
Trowel
Duct tape
Pencil
Spray bottle or mister

Winter Sowing
Many native plant seeds have built-in dormancy to prevent germination before frosts or
drought. To grow them successful ly,  we need to mimic natural conditions. Most prair ie
seeds require a cold, moist period—called stratif ication—before they wil l  sprout.
We’l l  do this using winter sowing: plant seeds in mini greenhouses ( l ike recycled milk
jugs) in late fal l  or early winter, leave them outside over winter, and they’ l l  germinate in
spring. Follow the “Winter Sowing Steps”  on the next page to get started.
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