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Why conserve plants?

Plants are essential to life and central to the future of human well-being, the sustainable management and preservation of the nation’s resources, and scientific discovery.  In addition to delivering ecosystem services necessary to human health  – such as water purification, food and climate modulation – our plant landscapes provide habitat for myriad fish and wildlife species across the United States.   This rich legacy of biodiversity is an invaluable and irreplaceable component of American heritage.  

Unfortunately, this natural wealth is increasingly threatened by compounding effects of habitat destruction and degradation, invasive species, and climate change.  Land managers, conservation agencies, and policy makers face rapidly escalating needs for information in response to the many challenges emerging in the natural world, including expanding and changing energy needs, increased demand for water and other natural resources, biodiversity conservation, and landscape-level restoration.  Conserving North America’s plants, and the ecosystem services they provide, requires coordinated and collaborative actions among public, private, and academic sectors.  These actions must be guided by sound science and supported by a strong human and technological infrastructure.

Plants are not optional.  Plants are a fundamental component of addressing key environment, human health and well-being issues in the United States today. Particularly given rapidly-changing natural, urban and agricultural landscapes, capacity for plant conservation research, application, education, training and infrastructure is required for the following reasons:  

Plants provide ecosystem services: Plant diversity underpins the ecosystem services that support wildlife diversity as well as human health and well-being, including the provisioning of clean air, water, food, medicine, clothing and shelter, as well as carbon sequestration.  Recent research indicates that high plant diversity is needed to maintain ecosystem services.  
Plants mitigate climate change: Habitat destruction and degradation releases carbon stored by native plant communities.  Climate change already impacts the nation’s plants, including altered flowering phenology, increased frost damage susceptibility, rapidly shifting plant distributions, and increased invasion potential of non-native species into new habitats.  Plants are a necessary component of climate change mitigation efforts, including increasing carbon sequestration and the use of biofuels and other alternative energy solutions.  Alternative energy programs, such as the installation of solar and wind power plants throughout the nation, have the potential to negatively impact native plant communities and the wildlife that depend on them.  

Plants support human health and well-being: Through the provisioning of ecological services, plants directly affect every aspect of human life, from clean air and water to medicine, clothing and shelter.  Climate change is broadly expected to bring about significant impacts on human health through the loss of ecosystem services.  Further, potentially important indirect effects of climate change on plants and human health (e.g., increased poisonous plant toxicity in response to elevated carbon dioxide, or extinction of taxa with medicinal properties) must also be more fully understood and incorporated in decision-making at all levels.  

Plants support sustainable agriculture:  Human history has been shaped by interactions with plants, and in many ways we are more dependent on plants than ever before, relying on only about 20 plant species to provide the majority of our food supply. As species and the genetic variability they contain vanish, future options for use are lost.  Agriculture as we know it today developed over the last 10,000 years when climates were relatively stable; rapid climate change and unpredictability stand to significantly shift needs, resources, and demands on our food supply in unpredictable ways that will require human expertise and access to conserved genetic diversity.  

Plants are central to invasive species prevention and management: The U.S. annually spends more than 25 billion dollars controlling invasive plant species.  Biological invasions (including introduced pests, pathogens and plants) can drastically alter ecosystem services, such as carbon sequestration, and climate change can alter patterns and incidence of biological invasions.  Cohesive programs of habitat monitoring and species identification carried out by trained botanists and citizen scientists can offer early identification of aggressive exotics, directly saving billions of dollars while preserving plant diversity and the ecosystem services it supports.  

Plants are the backbone of habitat restoration: Many terrestrial ecosystems around the nation have been destroyed, degraded or used unsustainably; much what remains is fragmented and not adequate to conserve biodiversity or provide ecosystem services with direct and indirect economic benefits. Ecological restoration will play a key role in returning ecosystem services and connectivity.  Long-term monitoring, research, and maintenance of accessible data and material, along with appropriately trained botanists, will ensure successful management of existing habitat and restoration of new habitat that supports ecosystem services.

Plants support wildlife species: There are nearly 18,000 plant species native to the United States; they are essential components of the nation’s ecosystems and directly support wildlife.  Despite this, 30% of the nation’s plant species - our natural wealth - is known to be imperiled.  In many cases, little is known about taxonomy, life history, growth requirements and ecology for individual species.  As a result, decline of any one species may be due to a cascade of multiple species interactions.  This means all conservation and recovery work, whether for plants or animals, requires significant plant conservation capacity and input.

Plants support urban ecology and economy: Urban trees sequester carbon, reduce the urban heat island effect, and lower environmental pollution (for example, ecosystem services provided by Washington DC’s 2 million trees are valued at over $3.6 billion dollars annually).  If properly planned, urban habitat also provides key habitat for threatened species, corridors for plants and animals to migrate and adapt to changing climates, and green space for outdoor recreational opportunities, ultimately conserving biodiversity while enhancing human well-being.

Plants are biofuel: Solar energy captured and stored by plants during photosynthesis can be made available as biofuel.  However, conversion of native habitat to produce food crop-based biofuel (e.g. corn or sugar beets) releases and uses more carbon dioxide than continued use of fossil fuel.  Native plants have great potential for use as biofuel crops, as they maintain a wealth of genetic diversity and adaptations that could make them among the most efficient biofuel crops in the regions where they grow.  

Why is a National Framework needed?

Plant conservation efforts are too-often under supported, lack focus and are fragmented among Federal agencies, States, municipalities, conservation groups, botanical gardens and other conservation organizations, academia, businesses, and private individuals. Organizations and individuals interested in native plant conservation need to pool resources and combine energies to develop innovative approaches to ensure the continued existence of our plant resources. 

The national Plant Conservation Alliance provides a framework and strategy to link resources and expertise for a coordinated national approach to plant conservation. The strategy is guided by the following vision: 

"For the enduring benefit of the Nation, its ecosystems, and its people, to conserve and protect our native plant heritage by ensuring that to the greatest extent feasible, native plant species and communities are maintained, enhanced, restored, or established on public lands, and that such activities are promoted on private lands." 
- Federal Native Plant Conservation Memorandum of Understanding, May 25, 1994
This strategy is intended to be an evolving one that motivates thinking and catalyzes action toward plant conservation. It includes six broad strategies and thirty supporting goals; suggested actions and approaches are described to guide efforts for implementing the National Framework. Different priorities will guide implementation at national, regional, and local levels.  Implementation of the National Framework also supports implementation of the sixteen international conservation targets set by the Global Strategy for Plant Conservation.  These targets, designed for work from 2010-2020, guide the plant conservation efforts of signatories to the Convention on Biological Diversity.

 STRATEGY A (COLLABORATIVE CONSERVATION)
BRING PEOPLE AND ORGANIZATIONS TOGETHER TO SHARE RESOURCES AND TALENTS TO EFFECTIVELY CONSERVE THE NATION'S NATIVE PLANTS.
Problem:
Plant diversity is a universal resource upon which we depend for survival, but it is threatened by habitat destruction and degradation, invasive species, and climate change. However, plant conservation efforts are inconsistent, underfunded, and scattered; greater coordination and collaboration is needed to more efficiently use limited resources.
Goals:
A1. Establish common goals and priorities. 
A2. Promote effective and innovative partnerships that encompass diverse perspectives. 
A3. Share expertise among organizations and individuals. 
A4. Develop and use networking tools to facilitate communication and coordination. 
A5. Utilize innovative approaches and nontraditional sources to increase funding and support. 
A6. Promote consistent policies for plant and habitat conservation.
STRATEGY B (EDUCATION)
PROVIDE OPPORTUNITIES FOR PEOPLE TO ENJOY, UNDERSTAND, AND VALUE NATIVE PLANTS AND PLANT COMMUNITIES.
Problem: 
Plants and native habitat plays a critical role in sustaining ecosystem services that support wildlife and human health and well-being.  However, awareness, education, and outreach to the public, policymakers and other stakeholders is inadequate, leading to lack of appreciation and inadequate support for needed conservation activities.  
Goals:
B1. Educate the public, policymakers, and land managers about native plant conservation. 
B2. Provide opportunities for the public to participate in hands-on native plant conservation activities. 
B3. Broaden participation of national and local educational, conservation, and professional organizations in plant conservation. 
B4. Encourage plant appreciation and enjoyment activities. 
B5. Use print and electronic media to raise awareness and support for plant conservation.
STRATEGY C (RESTORATION)
ENSURE CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION OF NATIVE PLANTS AND NATURAL PLANT COMMUNITIES THROUGH ECOSYSTEM-BASED MANAGEMENT.
Problem: 
Habitat destruction for agriculture and urbanization has fragmented ecosystems and caused declines in biological diversity, water quality and quantity, climate stability, and other vital ecosystem services.  Invasive species (plants, animals, insect pests and pathogens) continue to degrade remaining habitat. Protection of remaining habitat and restoration of degraded or destroyed habitat are critical conservation priorities.  Consistent and efficient habitat inventories, monitoring protocols, and management practices are needed to guide this work.
Goals:
C1. Identify, prioritize and act on plant conservation needs. 
C2. Promote coordinated and standardized approaches to species and habitat classification, inventory, and assessment. 
C3. Encourage coordinated plant conservation planning and management. 
C4. Seek protection for nationally and regionally significant native plant habitat. 
C5. Promote aggressive management practices to prevent, control, and eradicate non-indigenous species that threaten native plant populations. 
C6. Develop and implement guidelines and management techniques for collecting, propagating, and utilizing native plants in ecosystem restoration. 
C7. Secure diverse, representative and accessible ex situ collections for threatened and high-value 
species.C8. Provide plant conservation training opportunities for practitioners.
STRATEGY D (RESEARCH)
ENCOURAGE THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY TO CONDUCT RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT IN SUPPORT OF NATIVE PLANT CONSERVATION.
Problem: 
Conservation planning and action for most native plant species and communities is hindered by a lack of: basic information; applicable ecological research; and supporting technology development. To remedy this, stronger engagement and collaboration between practitioners and scientists is needed.
Goals:
D1. Conduct restoration and reintroduction work as experimental research, developand implement coordinated monitoring protocols and programs to track success and learn from failures. 
D2. Identify,prioritize and share basic and applied research needs. 
D3. Encourage research institutions to staff botanists and plant ecologists and maintain adequate herbaria, oriented toward regional native floras. 
D4. Support efforts by the scientific community to participate in plant conservation and restoration activities..
STRATEGY E (SUSTAINABILITY)
ENCOURAGE PRACTICES THAT SUPPORT APPROPRIATE AND SUSTAINABLE USES OF BENEFICIAL PLANTS.
Problem: 
Many native plants have direct and indirect economic value, including species with medicinal, herbal, floral, landscaping, restoration or agricultural applications.  Information and coordination is needed to ensure sustainable harvesting, protection and management of wild populations of these species, as well as appropriate and effective commercial production and use at local, national and international scales.  
Goals:
E1 Identify and monitor the public demand for and impact on botanical resources. 
E2 Promote sustainable and conscientious use of native plants. 
E3 Document indigenous people's knowledge about native plant ecology and uses,and collaborate to safeguard traditional native plant collecting areas..
STRATEGY F (DATA-SHARING)
PROMOTE THE DEVELOPMENT AND USE OF COORDINATED DATABASES AND INFORMATION-SHARING TO SUPPORT NATIVE PLANT CONSERVATION.
Problem: 
Without accurate and up-to-date information on taxonomy, distribution, life history, ecology, status and management of native plants and habitat, conservation planning, prioritization and action will be hindered.  Numerous independent databases exist and continue to be developed, but lack of common data structures, coordination, and awareness of existing databases hinders information-sharing leads to duplication of effort.
Goals:
F1. Identify and prioritize data needs for native plant conservation. 
F2. Ensure compatibility and economy of existing conservation databases. 
F3. Promote coordinated development and operation of future plant conservation information systems. 
F4. Promote broad use and open exchange (as appropriate) of plant conservation information.
�How to incl species used for restoration as well as crop wild relatives





