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LANDSCAPE ECOLOGY

by David Pais

“The wilderness rose up to it,
And sprawled around, no longer wild”

Anecdate of the far
Wallace Stevens

I. Introduction—The loss of the wild from our landscapes

We need to seriously reconsider
what is “traditional landscaping’™
replacing native vegetationwith exotics
{non-nativel, and thereby substituting
a high-input, resource-intensive system
for a self-maintaining natural system,
This false aesthetic has resulted in a
lossof muchthatis truly uniguein our
native flora and caused a distortion of
our sense of the wild,

The effectis analogous to what poet
Robert Bly claims in his book, fron
fehinn—that, in our effort to tame,
civilize, and control nature both out-
wardly and within, we have lost the
wild, creative, and spontaneous parts
within ourselves (Bly, 1991).

Gary sSnyder makesa similar pointin
describing all the negative associations
with the word “wild" uncontrolled,
uncivilized, unrestrained, violent,
destructive, unruly, uncultivated,
uninhabited, elc. "Wild is largely de-
fined by what—from a hurman stand-
point—it is not” He suggests that we
consider the positive connotations:
“of animals—free agents living within
natural systems; of plants—seli-
propagating and self-maintaining; of
land—a place where the original and
potential vegetation and fauna are in-
tact and in full interaction. ...a land-
scape entirely the resultof non-human
forces” (Snyder, 1991

How many current perceptions re-
garding nature, both inthe woods and
in people’s own back yards, are still
being influenced by hidden assump-
tions—the control and domination of
nature. Attitudes regarding the wild
have become as fragmented as many of
our ecosyslems. Many Serenoa and
ather types of native vegetation are still
being extirpated because homeowners
think they harbor rats, snakes, and
roraches. The fear of nature is still very
much alive today, even though often
what is left of nature is a controlled

and manipulated remnant of past
grandeur.

hMaost landscaping efforts would best
be thought of as ecological restoration.
One of the best proposals for defining
ecological restoration is "the process
by which damaged ecosystems are
returned to a state of health!” The
possibility of a more restorative and
regenerative approach to landscape
may provide a solution to many current
practices which, by and large, are a
denial of the wild and a repudiation
of nature,

Il. The Limits of Native Landscapes

Mative plant enthusiasts have made
great progress in changing public
attitudes and agsthetic perceptions
of our native flora and its value for
horiculture. In addition to popular-
izing many new species, the increased
awareness of the widespread |oss
of habitat and the increasing envi-
ronmental costs of conventional
landscapes has raised fundamental
questions regarding both the desir-
ability and sustainability of traditional
landscapes.

However, in popularopinion, agreat
deal of confusion still exists regarding
the use of terms to describe the origins,
ranges, and distributions of plant
species found within the state. Tech-
nical terms used by hotanists are often
misunderstood by the general public,
The commonly used distinction be-
tween native and exotic plants, which
formed the basis for FNPS and the
native planl movement, may no longer
be adequate in describing and cate-
gorizing the incredibly diverse plant
pallet now growing within the bound-
aries of the state,

Many people still associate the term
"native” with commanplace, ardinary,
and wninteresting, while they desire
their landscapes to be “exatic”, as inter-

preted Lo mean ‘colorful, enticing, and
strikingly beautiful. “Anather problem
also exists in that many people are
unable to recognize the difference be-
tween an exotic species that may be
well adapted o a site and a suitable
component in a "naturalized land-
scape” froma plant that isinvasive and
inappropriate.

The exotic/native distinction also fails
o account for species of uncertain
nativity or for other species that may
be well-adapted and non-invasive al-
though technically non-native, | have in
mind species that fit within the bio-
geographical range but lie bevond the
state boundaries.

What is needed is not a simplistic
characterization of a plant as native or
exotic, but a full assessment of the
merits of a plant species based uponits
origins and its ecological appropri-
ateness in the landscape. | fegl it is
critically important to become more
sophisticated and specilic in our de-
scriptions of native versus exotic plants,
Public contusion combined with
nursery industry backlash over cultiva-
tion of exotics could potentially
damage the native plant movement if
we take a too restrictive approach.
Ultimately, what seems most impartani
is context; that is, recommending
species that are adapted and may thrive
within the environmental limitations of
a particular site.

'he resolution of these issues will
shape future discussions about native
and exotic plants, while redefining the
houndaries of native landscapes. The
challenge exisls for cultivated land-
scapes to be transformed to assimilate
native communities and express a
sense of wilderness, and ultimately to
go beyond what Brazilian landscape
artist Burle-Marx calls ‘the unnatural art
ot the garden” (Burle-Marx, 1991).

11l. The Exotic Invasion

The “discovery” of America in the
mid-fitteenth century by Columbus is
arbitrarily suggested as the time before
which plants existing in the state are
considered "native” (Ward, 1978, This
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is somewhat problematic, for it largely
ignores the dispersal and distribution
of many useful plants by the indigenous
tribes of Florida and the Caribbean.

The new list of potentially invasive
pest plants formulated by Daniel
Austin for the Exotic Pest Plant Coun-
cil (EPPC) lists over 100 species that have
the possibility of disrupting our native
ecosystemns (Austin, 1992). Myers de-
seribes over 80 distinet habitats occur-
ring within the state (Myers and Ewel,
1997). This ostensibly means that there
exists over one exotic pest plant for
each habitat throughout the state.
Many of these species are still widely
grown in the nursery trade and planted
in the landscape—and the problem is
no longer only asouth Florida concern.

As pratectors and defenders of our
native flora, we should attempt to iden-
tify the true problem plants that are still
being widely distributed, while also ac-
cepling that people are always going to
want to grow some exotics, We should
continue waorking to increase the
awareness of the beauty and diversity
of native species while promoting the
desirability of native landscapes.

One goal of the native plant move-
ment should be, not only to transform
public perceptions of the value of

“The right thing, is what is left

After everything else has been done wrong”

Rohin Williams

native species for horticulture, bul Lo
increase awarenass of the real threal
that invasive exotic species pose to the
integrity of our natural areas, It is
becoming clear thal we can accom-
plish this goal more effectively through
education and information than by
chastising homeowners and nursery
men of the errors of their past prac-
tices, The exotic invasion is a real threat
that FNPS must take seriously. The
purist and rather simplistic approach
of extolling the virtues of all native
species, while banishing all exotic
species as evil, can cause mare harm
than good by alienating the nursery in-
dustry and polarizing public opinion.
It may be in our best interests as a
society to reach some compromises
with the industry and the public in an
attempt to identify and deal with the
real enemies. A possible starting point
may be to abandon the rigid distine-
tions and oversimplifications between
exotic versus native species and to
redefine these terms mare precisely.
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IV. The Naturalistic Continuum
Species Level— [1is helpful to sort out
the terms used to categorize various
degrees of nativity and then rank and
organize these descriptions along a
proposed nativelexotic continuum.
Here is a proposed sel of definitions:

MNative—an indigenous species
thought to historically occur within a
particular biogeographical region, self-
propagating and established prior to
human influence (or European settle-
ment); e, [Sabal palmetio,

Uncertain—A species of uncertain or
questiﬂnableorigin,whi{:hma':,fﬂrma':,f
not have occurred prior to European
settlement; eg., Duranta repens.

Mon-native —A species which was
introduced after European settlement,
specifically including species that oc-
cur within the same biogeographical
region; e.g., Amphitecna latifolia (black
calabash).

Foreign —An introduced species from
adifferent biogeographical region, but
which may be well adapted., This term
is reserved for non-invasive, environ-
mentally benign plants that may merit
landscape usage; eg., Rhaphiolepis
indica (India hawthorne),

Exotic—Introduced species from
a different biogeographical region,
which may be potentially invasive, has
the potential to naturalize, or is wide-
spread and can form dense, mono-
typical populations (these are in
Categories [l and IV on the Exotic
Pest Plant Council List); eg., Widelia
trilobata

Alien—An introduced, widespread
species with the established ability to
invade, disrupt, disturb, andfor desta-
bilize natural systems; a noxious pest
plant (Category | and |l on EPPC List);
e.g., Casuarina spp.

Systems Level—Analogous to the spe-
cies ranking along a continuum, na-
tural areas and landscapes can be
arranged under definitions such as
these:

Wilderness—The state of nature ex
isting prior to human influence and
intervention; a self-regulating, self-
maintaining, self-propagating system
flourishing frem innate qualities;
pristine,

Biogeographically accurate—a system
exhibiting the species diversity, stabil-
ity, and associations that are thought



to represent a particular biological
and geographical region.

Histarically authentic —a system ex-
hibiting the species diversity and asso-
ciations that historically existed priorto
active human intervention or ather
specified time periad,

Ecological restoration—an attempt not
only 1o revegetate but torecreate habitat,
restare form and function, return a
damaged system to a state of health, and
reestablish self-maintenance.

Restorative landscape—a landscape
of exclusively native species modeled
after natural associations, intended to
require little or no maintenance after
establishment (Bissett, 1997).

Native landscape—a landscape of
primarily native species thal are
grouped with regard to natural plant
associations and habitat requirements
(Xeric Landscaping with Florida MNative
Plants, 1991},

Maturalized landscape—a landscape of
natives, non-natives, and foreign species
designed to be low maintenance,

Foreign landscape —a landscape com-
posed primarily of environmentally
benign exotic species that do not make
high resource demands ("zero-scapes”
as envisioned by Water Management
Districts).

Alien landscape—an artificial land-
scape composed of imasive pest species
without natural analogues, degraded
to the point of being unable to rees-
tablish native species or successional
patterns without active management
or control strategies,

V. Conclusion—Landscape ecology:
restoring the wild

W need lo rethink our basic assump-
tions of whal constitutes wilderness,
native, and exotic systems; how de-
graded areas can be “healed” and
returned to a “wilderness-like” state
through restoration ecology; and how
we can incorporate some of the pos-
itive values of “wild"into our landscapes
by creating "cultivated wilderness”
areas within the hroader context of
landscape ecology.

The idea of landscape ecology has
grown from interests in restoring
habitats, modeling landscapes after
natural plant associations, and designs
based upon ecological appropriate-
ness and sustainability. This new
approach asks usto consider the con-
servation of biological resources in
our landscapes, and suggests that it
is possible to some extent 1o recreate
natural plant communities and cor-
responding animal associations. The

interest in butterfly gardening as well
as the movement toward creating back-
vard wildlife habitats address these
concerns —the atterpt, on whatever
scale, to heal the fragmentation of our
flora and fauna caused by the rapid
developmental pressures and exotic
plant invasion which have so far
prevailed,

The principles and practice of land-
scape ecology are still being defined
and developed. In the short run, land-
scape ecology can change the way we
think about nature in our backyards,
our gardens, or parks. At best, it may
point to the future where the wild
regains its proper place within our
culture and ourselves.

It is a subtle irony of landscape
ecology that, as modeling and recre-
ating natural systems becomes an ac-
cepted goal, we will come to evaluate
landscapes by how closely they repli-
cate funclional, self-maintaining
systemns and restore in us asense of the
wild, The truly successful ecological
landscape may well become one in
which the landscape designer's effort

“l come to know the seasons
through the wisdom of an owl

As morning beams upon the
marsh

Where haunts the waterfowl....”

sDale-and Linda Crider
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becomes invisible, the native replaces
the contrived and artificial, context is
TR imp::rhlnl‘ than content, form
and structure are predicated upon
function, process takes precedence
over product, and plant associations
hecome self-sustaining communities
which conserve threatened hinlogical
and genetic resources,

Cary Nabhan {1989 has elogquenthy
written of the critical need to reassess
our current attitudes and to actively
worlk for wild plant conservation:

“The current rapidity {of change) is
now disrupting ancient commun-
ities where both wild and cultivated
plants have been conserved logelh-
er for centuries. Something that has
long kept our cultigens and even our
peopled landscape healthy and tol-
erable is now disappearing. The
valuable entity is wildness. If it is
lost from the world around us, we
will all lose something within our-
selves as well”
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