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T 
he information in this     

article is based on a webinar from 

Grower Talks. 

Are cultivated native plants as good 

for insect herbivores? Are native 

species better? Can species               

support both the insects that eat 

them and support pollinator        

species?  Is there a difference be-

tween the way that native plants of 

a certain species and the cultivated 

native plants of that species survive 

disease?   

A research paper in  Hort                     

Technology (Oct. 2017) by Baisden, 

Tallamy, Narango en Boyle asks  

“Do cultivars of native plants sup-

port insect herbivores?” The                  

premise of this paper is the obser-

vation that the majority of “native 

plants” sold in the nursery trade 

are, in fact, cultivated varieties or 

“nativars” that have been selected 

for specific aesthetic traits such as 

leaf color, flower size, and disease 

resistance.  Examples include                    

Eastern redbud and flowering              

dogwood (originally native species)  

that have been cultivated for more 

than 100 years. The researchers 

wondered if these nativars                       

harbored the same abundance and 

diversity of insect herbivores as 

their wild type parents. 

The researchers established a                

common garden at Mt. Cuba                     

Center. They planted 10 common 

native species of ornamental trees 
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and shrubs, with both the parent    

species (natives) and cultivars that had 

been selected for six traits—leaf color, 

variegation, growth form, disease   

resistance, increased fruit size and 

yield, and enhanced fall colors. The 

plants were allowed to grow for one 

year then researchers sampled and 

identified insect herbivores on each 

tree and shrub over the next two 

years. 

They found that native species with 

green leaves, and cultivars (nativars) 

with enhanced disease resistance and 

variegated leaves harbored more                      

insect species and greater number of 

insects. Cultivars with modified 

growth habits (for example cultivated 

redbud and red osier dogwood )were 

shorter  and in the case of cultivated 

sweetgum were narrower than the 

parent species.  Cultivars harbored 

more insect species, but the same 

abundance as parent species.                    

Enhanced fruit production in                          

cultivated varieties attracted the same 

numbers of insect species, but at a 

significantly greater abundance than 

their parent species.  Enhanced fall 

color didn't make a difference in both 

insect abundance and diversity. 

In another study, the researchers fed 

evergreen bagworms with leaf discs 

from all the cultivars and parent               

species, and estimated the areas of 

leaf surface consumed by the           

caterpillars over a 48-hour period. The 

study was repeated over two years.  

Cultivars with enhanced fruit produc-

tion, disease resistance and fall color, 

and those with modified growth hab-

its were not preferred over the parent 

species.   Feeding preference 

varied among species with             

variegated leaves. Red, blue 

and purple leaves constantly 

deterred feeding probably due 

to the higher concentration of 

anthocyanins in the colored 

leaves. 

The researchers concluded that 

only leaf color yielded                     

consistent observations on      

insect herbivore abundance, 

diversity and damage. Although 

parent species with green 

leaves harbored a greater  

abundance and diversity of             

insect herbivores, their cultivars 

with colored leaves were fed 

and damaged less severely by 

these herbivores. They suggest-

ed that breeders should pro-

duce fewer cultivars with red or 

purple leaves so that users can 

take full advantage of the food 

web value of green-leaf culti-

vars.  

 

   




