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Many people find carnivorous plants to be fascinating, beautiful, exotic and maybe a bit gruesome.  There are 
more than 720 species of carnivorous plants worldwide.  Carnivorous plants are a specialized group of flowering 
plants that generally grow in low-nutrient environments such as a bog.  These plants have evolved to get 
missing nutrients, usually nitrogen, from their prey rather than the soil.  All carnivorous plants have leaves that 
have been modified to become traps that attract, trap and kill their prey.  Many traps lure unsuspecting insects 
in with bright colors, an attractive smell, or nectar.  Most carnivorous plants can live without prey, but they are 
healthier, more vigorous and reproduce better when their diet is supplemented with nutrients obtained from 
digested insects. 

 

The most well know carnivorous plant is probably the Venus Flytrap 
(Dionaea muscipula).  Native to select boggy areas along the coast of 
North and South Carolina, the flytrap is now severely threatened in 
the wild due to over collection and the destruction of its habitat.  
What makes this plant interesting is its unique, hinged, clamshell-
shaped traps.  When an insect walks into the trap, it brushes against 
trigger hairs causing the trap to shut in less than a second.  Once 
closed, finger-like projections help to keep the insect within.  After a 
few minutes the trap will tightly shut and form an air-tight seal.  The 
plant secretes digestive juices to dissolve the soft parts of the insect.  
The digestive process takes five to twelve days, after which the trap 
will reopen.  A single trap will catch insects one to three times, then 
the trap will blacken and die. 

 

If you try to grow your own Venus flytrap know that they are very picky about what they eat.  No hamburger.  It 
only likes live insects or spiders.  The food needs move in order to get the leaf to close.  You also need to mimic 
its native habitat as much as possible - warm and humid in summer and chilly in the winter, but do not let it 
freeze.  The plant needs a lot of light.  It probably requires more light than it can get on a window sill.  Keep the 
plant wet, but do not keep the pot sitting in more than half an inch of water.  Only use purified water (distilled 
or reverse osmosis).  The plant must also have a winter rest.  Dormancy lasts from October to February.  The 
plant will stop actively growing and may die back to the roots. 

 

The American pitcher plant (Sarracenia species) is native to the southeastern U.S., although one species 
(Sarracenia purpurea) can be found along the eastern seaboard, into the upper Midwest and Canada.  Pitcher 
plants capture their prey by means of passive traps called pitfall traps.  The traps are specialized leaves that 
have developed into long tubes.  Insects are attracted to the pitchers because they mimic flowers.  The pitchers 
are brightly colored and at the base of the cap is nectar that attracts the insects.  The nectar intoxicates the 
insect and the insect then falls into the base of the pitcher, which usually contains a watery fluid filled with 
digestive enzymes.  To keep the insects from climbing out of the trap, the interiors are either smooth or have 
hairs pointing downwards that they cannot climb through.  Flies, wasps, bees, ants, beetles, snails and slugs are 
the main prey of pitcher plants. 

 

Venus flytrap  



Pitcher plants are among the easiest carnivorous plants to grow.  If you have a full sun location outside and you 
can get water low in minerals (they are sensitive to salts) you may be able to grow these spectacular plants.  
Pitcher plants like acid, moisture retentive, nutrient-poor soil.  Because of their specific soil requirements they 
are normally grown as a container plant.  Use a standard soil mixture of 1 part peat moss and 1 part perlite.  Do 
not allow the soil to dry out.  The crown of the plant does need to be above water.  Do not add fertilizer as it 
will burn the plants.  Provide 6 or more hours of direct sunlight for the best growth and color.  Pitcher plants 
require 3 to 4 months of winter dormancy which is triggered by cold temperatures (below 50 degrees F) and 
shorter daylight hours.  They do not do well indoors and should remain outside.  The Purple Pitcher Plant 
(Sarracenia purpurea) is the most cold-tolerant and hardy to zone 5. 

 

Sundews (Drosera species) are another infamous carnivorous plant.  
They can be found growing on every continent except Antarctica.  
Sundew leaves are lined with hair-like tentacles.  On the tips of the 
tentacles are sticky, dewy drops that glisten in the sunlight.  Insects 
are attracted to the shiny dew drops thinking that it is a meal of 
nectar.  Unfortunately for the insect, the dew drops are similar to a 
spider's web and the insect is soon entangled in the plant.  Once 
caught, the sundew’s tentacles wrap around the insect holding it 
tight.  At the base of the tentacle is the gland that produces 
digestive enzymes.  These enzymes dissolve the insect and the 
nutrients are absorbed through the leaf surfaces.  Sundews 
generally grow in seasonally wet habitats with acidic soils and high 
levels of sunlight.  A few sundews can tolerate lower light levels and 
are suitable for growing indoors.  Again, you need to meet their 
particular growing requirements depending on the species. 

 

Habitat destruction and over collection are two of the greatest conservation threats to carnivorous plants.  If 
you are interested in growing these unusual plants be sure to buy them from a reputable source.  Do not collect 
plants from the wild. 

 

Not your everyday garden plant, carnivorous plants evolved to live in habitats where other plants would not 
thrive.  They can be a challenge to grow and do require special care if you are adventurous enough to seek them 
out. 

 

Resources for this article include:  International Carnivorous Plant Society, Botanical Society of America, 
California Carnivores, University of Illinois, and Plant Delights Nursery. 
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