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Ecoregional Native Plants: What Are They & Why Should We Be Planting Them?
What’s better than incorporating Connecticut native plants in our home landscapes?
Planting ecoregional plants! Ecoregional plants are native plants that originate from a
particular geographic region, specified by ecological boundaries, not political divisions.
Plants of the same species growing in different ecoregions can be quite different in their
appearance, growth habit, and resistance to diseases and pests. These differences evolved
over a long period of time and reflect adaptations to a place: the surrounding plants,
wildlife, and environmental conditions like soils, climate, and drainage.
We are accustomed to thinking about selecting plants according to plant hardiness zones,
but ecoregions are much more detailed. They are broken down according to characteristics
like temperature, precipitation, geology, soils, elevations, wildlife, and plants. Most of
Connecticut is in the Northeastern Coastal Zone of the larger Mixed Wood Plains ecoregion, and the remainder, the
northwest corner, is in the Northeastern Highlands. These are Level III ecoregions. CT is delineated further into eight
more specific Level IV ecoregions. Check the first link below to locate the ecoregion in which you live.
Plants have a range of conditions where they can survive, but are likely to grow better the more closely you match the
environmental conditions of a planting site to those of a plant’s origin. Plant species become adapted to the conditions
where they grow to the extent that populations of the same species growing under different conditions will have different
genetic make-ups. Introducing plants from one ecoregion to another can result in hybridization, and the loss of the original genetic characteristics that enable specific local populations to thrive under particular growing conditions.
When we buy plants at a nursery, we don’t usually know where those plants’ seeds originated and whether the plants are
well suited genetically to where we live. We might not worry about whether a plant will bloom earlier or later than one
growing in our ecoregion, but this variation does matter to the critters that depend on that plant. The timing of leaf out,
blooming, fruiting, and seed set affect the larvae that feed on the leaves, the birds that rely on caterpillars to feed their
young, the butterflies that depend on nectar during migration, and the availability of pollen for pollinators, for example.
Landscaping with ecoregional plants helps ensure our gardening efforts will be successful; supports the local pollinators,
insects, birds, and other wildlife that evolved together with those plants and now rely on them for food, cover, and other
needs; and is important to restoring local ecosystems and natural wildlands lost to development and other environmental
changes. It also helps protect genetic diversity of native plants, critical to maintaining plant biodiversity.
While many recognize the importance of using ecoregional plants, they are not readily available at local nurseries. Some
growers are beginning to make a transition but don’t have a large selection. As far as our annual plant sale is concerned,
we are happy to have located one wholesale nursery in our ecoregion that grows plants from locally collected seeds. This
nursery also rarely use pesticides—a big win for pollinators. We are selling a number of their plants this year.
In 2019, CT NOFA (Northeast Organic Farming Association) initiated the Ecotype Project, an exciting initiative focused
on harvesting wild seeds from native plants suited for the Northeast, with a primary goal of supporting local pollinator
health. They are propagated in partnership with local organic farmers, and then the seeds are harvested and distributed
to local nurseries to grow plant plugs for sale.

With efforts like NOFA’s Ecotype Project we hope that more CT ecoregional plants will become available over time, and
we’ll be able to offer more in our plant sale. Until then, we’ll focus on spreading the word about their importance!
To learn more, the following are some good resources, also used as references for this article:
Ecoregions of CT: www.bplant.org/region/1352
Backyard Ecology: www.backyardecology.net/gardening-with-native-plants-hardiness-zones-and-ecoregions/
Genetic Considerations: www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/Native_Plant_Materials/Native_Gardening/genetics.shtml
CT NOFA Ecotype Project: www.ctnofa.org/ecotypeproject/

Urban Work a Focus of New Grants
This year we are excited to initiate two new projects in our
urban communities. One involves training youth engaged
in farming and gardening about climate smart agricultural
practices. This project, funded by NRCS through an Equity
in Conservation Grant, is a collaboration between the
Institute for Community Research, which runs the CT
Youth Food Program Alliance, and the five CT conservation
districts. Through this project we look forward to connecting with New Britain Roots, which is a member of the
Youth Food Program Alliance. The second project focuses
on engaging environmental justice leaders and citizens in
activities to increase awareness of Long Island Sound natural resources, recreational opportunities, and water quality
impacts; and promoting stewardship actions. This project
is funded by the Long Island Sound Futures Fund. Both
projects will enhance our capacity to connect with underserved disadvantaged urban communities in our District.

Civics 2.0 Workshop Series A Success
Our virtual Civics 2.0 workshop series held last winter/
spring was well-received, and drew over 50 people with
varied backgrounds from both in and outside of our district
towns. The 2-part sessions, focused on legal and technical
aspects of implementing CT’s Inland Wetlands and Watercourses Act, were intended to foster community interest in
serving on local wetlands commissions, as well as cultivate
and enhance the level of service by preparing a pool of
candidates for appointment.
This endeavor was undertaken in partnership with land
use attorney Janet Brooks, with a generous grant from The
Rockfall Foundation. Though envisioned as in-person
workshops, they were given virtually, and required many
Zoom planning meetings with our workshop team. Janet
covered legal aspects of the wetlands law; our intern Peter
O’Donnell, served as Technical Administrator; and Natural
Resource Specialist Kelly Starr provided an overview of
wetlands and watercourses, their functions and values, and
also covered site plan review and site visits.
Having attracted both prospective and current wetlands
commissioners, we learned that there is an interest in, and
need for, more commissioner training. And based on preand post workshop polls to gage knowledge about CT’s
wetlands law and its application, people learned a lot!

Environmental Film Series Resumes

Healthy Soil is ALIVE a Hit
at Eightmile RiverFest
District staff and board members enjoyed attending the
2021 Eightmile RiverFest at Devil’s Hopyard State Park.
Our exhibit included a display about backyard water
resource protection, our many educational publications,
and our “Healthy Soil is ALIVE” activity that attracted
lots of kids who love to dig in the dirt, and some budding
entomologists too! Armed with hand lenses, they
searched for critters in a tray of soil. What did they find?
Slugs, earthworms, fly and beetle larvae, pill bugs and
other isopods, millipedes, centipedes, and more. They
are all part of soil life and help plants grow. Many thanks
to Pat Young, Riley
Doherty, and the
Eightmile River
Wild & Scenic Watershed Coordinating
Committee members
who made this great
event happen!

After a break of over two years, we were happy to host a
screening of Contagion with panel discussion this past
fall as part of our environmental film series. Though
not the usual documentary we’ve shown in the past,
it gave us the opportunity to highlight how the film ’s
story, and real pandemics, result from various kinds
of environmental disturbances, such as deforestation.
Wesleyan biology professor Fred Cohan, who has an
interest in the effects of global change on infectious
disease, helped plan the event as our partner with the
College of the Environment. He suggested that we
show Contagion because it explains epidemiological
issues of pandemics very well.
Fred Cohan was on the panel, along with Wesleyan
molecular biology and biochemistry professor Ishita
Mukerji, and history professor Bill Johnston. They
discussed environmental, technological and historical
perspectives of pandemics. Their presentations were
stimulating and informative, and there was a lively
discussion with great questions from the attendees.

As far as future films are concerned, we are hoping to
hold another screening this spring, but we ’ll see
whether that will be possible. The film series, begun
in 2015, is a collaboration between the Conservation
District, Middlesex Community College, Middletown
Garden Club, The Rockfall Foundation, and Wesleyan
University’s Center for the Arts, College of the Environment, and College of Film and Moving Image.

74th Annual Meeting Hosted by Cold Spring Farm in East Haddam
It was a beautiful day for the Conservation District’s 74th annual meeting, held at Cold Spring Farm in East Haddam,
and it was wonderful to have the opportunity to gather with board members, staff, friends, partners and our honored
awardees! At the event we held a brief business meeting; elected new board members Summer Stebbins, Rebecca Jascot
and Ed Natoli, and continuing members Lorraine Jalbert and Paul Stacy; spoke about our 2020-2021 accomplishments
and activities; honored our conservation award winners; and enjoyed refreshments and conversation.

Following the official part of the meeting we were treated to an
engaging tour of Cold Spring Farm led by farmer Jess Stone. We
learned about the history of the farm and the land; practices that
have been put in place to protect natural resources, enhance soil
health and increase productivity; adaptations made to accommodate increased demand for
local food during the pandemic;
and planned projects. And we
met the assorted farm animals,
including hens, ducks, goats,
sheep and pigs—lots of pigs!
Many thanks to Jess for taking
time out of her very busy schedule to host our annual meeting this year, and for the
really great farm tour. A fun time was had by all!

Congratulations 2021 Conservation Award Winners!
We were excited to present our Conservation
Awards and congratulate our awardees in person
at this year’s annual meeting. They include:

Tom ODell Outstanding District Service
Jeff Folger, North Central Conservation District
(formerly), in recognition of Jeff’s many years of
dedicated service to CT’s Conservation Districts
as a board member, a CT Envirothon founder and
Steering Committee member and in leadership
roles with CT Association of Conservation Districts
and CT Council on Soil and Water Conservation.
Cooperator
Cold Spring Farm, Jess Stone, East Haddam, in
recognition of Jess’s commitment to land stewardship, the many sustainability practices she has
implemented and is planning for at the farm, and
her community-minded efforts that promote access
to locally grown food.

Executive Director Jane Brawerman (left), with Jess Stone, Joe Santaniello,
Environmental Organization
Joey Listro, Jeff Folger, and Janet Brooks. Nancy McGee was not present.
New Britain Roots, Joey Listro, in recognition of
efforts to enhance access to healthy food, provide hands-on gardening/farming programs for youth, and increase
opportunities for urban agriculture, including for senior citizens and people with limited mobility.
Special Merit
Janet Brooks, Attorney at Law, LLC, in recognition of Janet’s commitment to providing training about the legal aspects
of serving on a local wetlands agency, and many contributions to our wetlands workshop series.
Certificate of Appreciation
Chester Agricultural & Mechanical Society, Nancy McGee, in thanks for welcoming us to the Chester Fairgrounds and
hosting our plant sale, and for being very helpful and accommodating of our needs.
Certificate of Appreciation
Joe Santaniello, IT Consultant, in thanks for Joe’s generous in-kind information technology services to the Conservation
District, including providing refurbished computers, software and on-call assistance.

District News and Events
BOARD OF DIRECTORS COMINGS AND GOINGS
We are excited to introduce our newest board members, Rebecca Jascot, Ed
Natoli and Summer Stebbins! With their diverse backgrounds, interests and
skills, we welcome their new perspectives, and their input and contributions.

Rebecca Jascot is an environmental analyst with the CT DEEP Water Protection
and Land Reuse Division, whose work focuses on Geographic Information
Systems (GIS) mapping. She coordinates DEEP mapping efforts at the agency;
supports water quality programs; disseminates information to the public, staff
and regulated community; and assists with technical GIS mapping needs of
local, state and federal officials, among other activities.
Ed Natoli works in the biotechnology and drug discovery industry, and has
taught both environmental science and biology classes at Middlesex and Three
Rivers Community colleges. He is a long-term member of the Salem Inland
Wetlands and Conservation Commission, and serves on the Eightmile River
Wild & Scenic Coordinating Committee, among other environmental activities.
Summer Stebbins is a research technician with the Connecticut Agricultural
Experiment Station’s Invasive Aquatic Plant Program, conducting surveys of
invasive and native aquatic plant species. She has led or participated in over
70 aquatic plant surveys on 36 lakes and ponds, and the CT River.
On another note, we are sorry to announce that Walter Smith, our Board Chair,
retired from the District this month. Walter has been involved in conservation
for over 48 years, professionally and as a volunteer! We are very appreciative
of his many contributions to the District and to conservation over his long
career, including the over four years he served on the board. We will miss his
leadership, expertise, and his friendship, and wish him all the best!

30TH ANNUAL PLANT SALE: April 29-30, 2022
Chester Fairgrounds, Chester, CT
We are excited to announce that
our 30th CT native plant and plug
sale will take place April 29-30 at
the Chester Fairgrounds! Once
again, the sale will be by pre-order
only. We will follow any Covid-19
precautions that are recommended
at the time of the sale, and set up
contactless, curbside pick-up.
This year we are again offering a
large selection of shrubs, ground
covers, edibles, conifers, flowering perennials, ferns, grasses and sedges. New
in 2022—we will have a number of ecoregional shrubs (see cover article). Most
plants are potted, but evergreen seedlings will be sold as plugs again this year,
and we will also have a selection of perennial plugs sold in 5 or 10-packs. Some
of our new plants include American Hazelnut, Buttonbush, Speckled Alder,
New York Fern, Prairie Dropseed, Seersucker Sedge, Jack-in-the-Pulpit, and
Virginia Spring Beauty. Please order early for the best selection!
Advance orders are due by April 1, 2022. You can shop on our webstore at
www.conservect.org/ctrivercoastal/, download a copy of our brochure and order
form, or phone our office at (860) 346-3282 to receive a hard copy. Some of our
plants will only be listed in our webstore, including our landscape plugs, so
we encourage you to check our online offerings.
We look forward to seeing you in April at the Chester Fairgrounds!
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