The Role of New Zealand Native Plants

Benefits

Few native species are used economically in New Zealand apart from a range of ornamentals and some limited timber/craft wood production.  There is scope for some species to be used for specific food (NZ spinach Tetragonia expansa, cabbage tree Cordyline australis) or medicinal properties (kawakawa Macropiper excelsum, poroporo Solanum lacinatum), potentially increasing diversity of production, but the majority of use of native species in NZ agriculture is as shelter, aesthetics and conservation/cultural value.  And they are often some of the first species to spring to mind when thinking of biodiversity on farmland.  These uses do not necessarily provide direct financial benefit but they may provide important outcomes for growers and a community as a whole.

Good Design

When incorporating native species into the farm system design, consideration should be given to the limitations of many native species.  A common mistake is to plant non-hardy and slow growing native species as shelter in exposed sites.  Most natives will require some existing shelter (e.g. artificial or quick establishing exotic species) to hasten growth or even reduce mortality.  There are some exceptions with flax (Phormium tenax) for example being one of the hardiest plants for low growing shelter, tolerant to drought conditions and wet feet.  Kanuka (Kunzea ericoides), Pittosporum spp. ake-ake (Dodonaea viscosa) and some Olearia spp. are relatively hardy and fast growing.      

Good system design will often see the establishment of fast growing shelter first that effectively nurses the native and less hardy multipurpose tree species within the system.  The result is quicker and more satisfying and where appropriate, the initially fast establishing species can be eventually removed (providing firewood or timber resource).

Sourcing local eco-types of native species is important for conservation purposes (to prevent genetic pollution of surrounding native vegetation).  If a riparian strip or conservation planting is planned, it will be worth investing in a good design before spending too much time on the hard work.  Such a design will include an appropriate choice of species and a plan for aiding establishment (including mulching and release work as well as rabbit control).

One aim in planting natives may be to encourage native bird life.  With the right planning, year round food supply could be achieved, with puriri (Vitex lucens) and tawapou (Pouteria costata) being particularly good components.  Coprosma repens berries provide good bird feed and are also useful in a hen foraging system.  Some exotics e.g. tagasaste (Chaemocytisus palmensis) and privet (Ligustrum vulgare – though a noxious weed in some areas) are also very good feed providers for native wood pigeon.

Beetle Banks

Native tussock grasses e.g. Poa cita and sedges e.g. Carex secta may be of value as beetle banks or as plantings at field margins to reduce perennial weed habouring.  It should be noted that the native tussocks will involve more of a process of growing and establishing than introduced bunch grasses like cocksfoot and Yorkshire fog though they will show greater persistence and size.

