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LESS WEEDS / MORE WOW

What is a designed plant community? 
Why approach gardening this way?

How does a designed plant community work? 
What are its parts?

How can you design your own plant community?
What’s involved in its care?

What challenges does this approach present? 
What resources are out there to help?



PLANT COMMUNITIES

Naturally-occurring or designed planting of compatible species 
that cover the ground in dynamic, interlocking layers.











PLANTS IN NATURE

• Thrive in inhospitable environments

• Richly cover the ground

• Have place-based visual harmony

• Grow together dynamically over time

• Lower maintenance

• Lack vigor, even with rich soil and water

• Placed far apart and mulched heavily

• Often arbitrary assortments

• Individual objects used for decoration

• Higher maintenance

PLANTS IN THE GARDEN

BRIDGING THE GAP







DESIGNING A PLANT COMMUNITY



PLANT COMMUNITIES

Plant Community = a rich mosaic of species, 
exquisitely tuned to a particular site.

Inspired by nature, but not an imitation.
Natives and non-natives working together.

Provides more resilience
and better ecological function.



STRESS IS AN ASSET.

Rather than spending $$$ enriching the soil or 
providing irrigation, you can pick plants to fit 

the conditions of your site.

A plant palette exists for every situation.



BE AN EDITOR .

Utilize the dynamism of plants.
Grow, move, die, reproduce…repeat.

Allow plants to seed themselves and move 
about the garden.

What until you know what a plant is before 
deciding whether to remove it.



MANAGEMENT 
(NOT MAINTENANCE)

Maintenance = keeping plants in a static state 
that doesn’t change over time.

Management = adapting your landscape 
strategy as plants change over time.

Know maintenance, not no maintenance.

Work with plants’ natural tendencies to save 
time and frustration.



COVER THE GROUND.

Plants are programmed to fill space. 
Use this tendency to your advantage.

Plants = living mulch.
Let your landscape do the weeding for you.

(Mulch becomes soil eventually, 
making it an invitation for weeds.)





















COMPASS PLANT



ROSE MILKWEED



NORTHWIND SWITCHGRASS



PRAIRIE GAYFEATHER



CULVER’S ROOT





ARKANSAS BLUESTAR



BEEBALM



PRAIRIE DROPSEED



WILD QUININE



ASTER





COREOPSIS





COLUMBINE



ALEXANDERS



FLEABANE



BROWN-EYED SUSAN





SNOW FLURRIES ASTER





WILD GINGER



PENNSYLVANIA SEDGE



PRAIRIE SMOKE



PURPLE POPPY MALLOW



LAYOUT FOR PLANTING



DENSE,
BUT NOT CROWDED

Like a traditional garden, but underplanted
with groundhuggers.

Space plants appropriately based on their 
mature spread.

Overall spacing should be close—at least one 
plant per square foot.











CONSIDERATIONS



MORE $$$ UP FRONT

One plant per square foot probably means 
2-3 times as many plants are needed.

Plant material costs can be offset by choosing 
smaller pot sizes and by using seed.





PLANT KNOWLEDGE

• Tiered gardens can be difficult to 
keep up without a base knowledge 
in plants.

• This approach can be simplified to 
use less species if necessary.



PLANT KNOWLEDGE

Tiered gardens can be difficult to keep up 
without a base knowledge in plants.

This approach can be simplified to use less 
species if necessary.

Fun challenge??



RESOURCES

Planting in a Post-Wild World
by T. Rainer and C. West

Less Weeds, More WOW Guide
Nebraska Statewide Arboretum

Garden Weavers as Living Mulch
Nebraska Statewide Arboretum



PLANT COMMUNITIES APPROACH

Adaptable to different garden styles and 
maintenance capabilities. 

Allows for native plants, cultivars and introduced plants.







PLANT COMMUNITIES APPROACH

Prevents rainwater from running off into the sewer. 

Conducive to wildlife habitat goals.







PLANT COMMUNITIES APPROACH

Designed for longevity. 

20+ year lifespan, even for herbaceous gardens.





LESS WEEDS



MORE WOW!
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