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Gardening by Natural Community: 
Using Local Communities to Guide Plant Selection and 

Garden Design 
 

 

“In the past we have not designed gardens that play a critical ecological role in the landscape, but we must do so in 

the future. The importance of our doing this cannot be overstated. We need to quickly replace unnecessary lawn 

with densely planted woodlots in the East and West, and natural prairies in the Midwest; whatever can serve as 

habitat for our local biodiversity” (Doug Tallamy). 

Project Description 

Objective:  Develop content for a webpage that assists home gardeners in creating native 

gardens based on local natural communities.    

The goal of the project is to promote gardening within nature’s context.  An online tool will help 

gardeners identify their local natural communities, provide a palette of native plants by natural 

community, map accessible natural areas to visit, and link to recommended native plant 

sources. 

Background Information and Method: 

1. Reviewed key soil series information for Orange County.  Attachment 1 

2. Reviewed key natural community information for Orange County.  Attachment 2 

3. Linked natural communities to Orange County major rock type.  Attachment 3 

4. Linked soil series to natural communities (multiple iterations).  Attachment 4 

5. Compiled plant lists by natural community.  Attachment 5 

6. Reviewed and mapped accessible natural areas of Orange County.   Google map                         

7. Worked with web designer to develop page content.  Natural Communities page 

8. Proposed flora updates.  Attachment 6 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdEwxNWREamw1ZXlJTTVKX1psVW8wWXc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdDBBQXQ5TGEya0ExTExsOWNzS3BLTnc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdGxDa3YwUXUydHdVYTNoMEJqZGpnb3c&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdEUwU2t6dGo2b180MnU0RzdzZGpjUmc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdENTMFp0LWpnM25ldEVzcXRERmFJS2c&usp=sharing
http://maps.google.com/maps/ms?ie=UTF&msa=0&msid=210647341808802895144.0004c41453cf1f790f2ce
http://theorangegardener.org/nc/natural-communities.shtml
https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0BxDOlcdGZxyEeTVxS0FtVjVvZ28&usp=sharing
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Discussion: 

Project work occurred in two distinct phases.  Early work, late 2010 through June of 2012, 

involved the identification, compilation, and review of existing natural community-related 

information.  The second effort, July to October of 2012, entailed working collaboratively with a 

web designer to adapt project detail to user-friendly web content. 

Information gathering and analysis 

The first phase began with accessing soil data for Orange County from the Web Soil Survey 

(Attachment 1).  Schafale and Weakley’s 3rd Approximation was then used to gather 

information on soil series, flora and places to visit by natural community.  Plot summary data 

from the Carolina Vegetation Survey (Attachment 2) and the March 2012 release of the 4th 

Approximation were reviewed to update initial soil series (Attachment 4) and flora detail 

(Attachment 5).   The 2004 Inventory of Natural Areas and Wildlife Habitats for Orange County 

guided expansion of the list of accessible local places to visit (Google map).  

Webpage development 

The second phase of the project involved gaining approval for inclusion on the new Orange 

County Extension Master Gardener Volunteer website.  The site, developed for a broad 

audience, aims to provide research-based horticultural and environmental information of 

interest to anyone who gardens in Orange County or adjacent areas.  

In developing the natural community page, we sought to make information accessible on 

varying levels, depending on the interest and expertise of the viewer.  The page content is 

structured to build from broad concepts to more specific detail.  Brevity was an important 

factor in narrative development and we tried to make liberal use of graphics and photos.  (A 

pictorial overview of the natural communities’ page organization and key features follows the 

discussion section.)   

Flora updates  

Attachments 6a - 6l reflect proposed updates to the webpage plant lists by community. The 

attached lists attempt to better convey a sense of abundance by community, as well as, add 

plants of horticultural interest. Species are listed in descending constancy order (sourced from 

CVS constancy tables), with adjustments made to try and correctly reflect spring ephemerals’ 

abundance and align dominant trees with 4th Approximation community descriptions. 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdEwxNWREamw1ZXlJTTVKX1psVW8wWXc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdDBBQXQ5TGEya0ExTExsOWNzS3BLTnc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdEUwU2t6dGo2b180MnU0RzdzZGpjUmc&usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AhDOlcdGZxyEdENTMFp0LWpnM25ldEVzcXRERmFJS2c&usp=sharing
http://maps.google.com/maps/ms?ie=UTF&msa=0&msid=210647341808802895144.0004c41453cf1f790f2ce
https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0BxDOlcdGZxyEeTVxS0FtVjVvZ28&usp=sharing
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Methodology:  

 Created initial list of plants by community from Schafale & Weakley’s 3rd 

Approximation. 

 Updated the list with information from the 4th Approximation, 3/12.  (This is the plant 

information currently on the website.) 

 Reviewed abundance information on the Carolina Vegetation Survey site by community 

sorted to 40% constancy, 10/12 and then, for all plants, 1/13. 

 Reviewed and added plants, abundance information from Spira's Wildflowers & Plant 

Communities, 2/13. 

 Reviewed and added plants from NCBG's 2012 fall plant sale and 2013 seed lists, 2/13. 

 Reviewed abundance information for Orange County on Cook's Trees, Shrubs, and 

Woody Vines website, 2/13. 

 Proposed updates to plant lists out for review, 3/13. 

 

Once the plant lists are reviewed and finalized, the webpages will be updated to distinguish the 

three proposed abundance categories by color - abundant, moderately abundant and 

occasional to locally abundant.  Each category will be listed in alphabetical, not descending 

constancy, order. 
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Webpage - http://theorangegardener.org/nc/natural-communities.shtml  

Organization 

 

 

 Introduction – discusses conceptual definition, classification and significance of natural 

communities; simple community landscape graphic; sources 

 Orange County Overview  - uses soil moisture to group thirteen communities into four 

broad themes – non-alluvial, floodplain, mesic, dry-mesic to dry - noting relative 

abundance 

 Orange County Communities – natural community detail within each theme includes a 

description, photo, printable plant list with photo links, printable guidesheet, and map 

of local natural areas with linked website and trail map information 

 Action Plan – guided approach to identifying natural community by soil series with 

common plants for each community linked to photos and additional information 

 Facts/Plants – quick access to all community plant lists, guidesheets, and CVS data by 

natural community 

 Links  

 

http://theorangegardener.org/nc/natural-communities.shtml
http://theorangegardener.org/nc/natural-communities.shtml
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Key Features 

Landscape graphic – quick estimate of community by landscape position 

 

Themes graphic – communities grouped by soil moisture with OC relative abundance 

 



Gardening by Natural Community  8 

 

Blevins’ photos – high resolution, local images of common OC communities 

 

Guided soil map instructions – uses Web Soil Survey to determine soil series by address 
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Soils table - links soil series to associated natural communities and common plant species 

 

Plants tables – lists plants commonly found in the named OC community (by soil series) 
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Map of local natural areas – website, trail map, and community info (where available) 

 

Facts/Plants page – quick access to all plant lists, guides, and CVS info 
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Appendix - http://theorangegardener.org/  

 

 

Navigate to Natural Communities page 

 

http://theorangegardener.org/


Gardening by Natural Community  14 

Natural Communities landing page 

 

 

Introduction 
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Overview 

 

 

Non-alluvial Communities 
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Floodplain Communities 

 

 

Mesic Communities 
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Dry-Mesic to Dry Communities 

 

 

Action Plan 
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Facts/Plants 

 

 

Links 
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Attachments – link to all documents 

 

 

  

 

 

https://drive.google.com/folderview?id=0BxDOlcdGZxyETlRqclNUUk9yQk0&usp=sharing
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Attachment 6a 
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Attachment 6b  
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Attachment 6c 
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Attachment 6d 
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Attachment 6e 
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Attachment 6f 
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Attachment 6h  
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Attachment 6i 
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Attachment 6j  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Gardening by Natural Community  35 

Attachment 6k  
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Attachment 6l 

 

 


