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Objectives
• Better understand the ecological landscape of 

Georgia, particularly the Coastal Plain

• Define natural communities and understand how 

natural communities interact and drive biodiversity.

• Develop a general understanding of different 

community types in Georgia’s Coastal Plain

• Explain how you can use local natural areas as 

reference sites to inform native planting decisions 

in a restoration or garden setting.



Why Native 
Plants?

• Ecological foundation – Plants 
define natural communities.

• Wildlife associations (Plants are 
habitat)

• Specialization & Evolutionary 
History
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• “A natural community is an assemblage of native plant and animal species, considered 

together with the physical environment and associated ecological processes, which 

usually recurs on the landscape…when native species predominate and are distributed 

across the landscape in response to disturbance factors such as fire frequency, flood 

regimes, wind disturbances, or physical attributes such as landforms, soil nutrients, or 

moisture.”

• Discrete, local/regional level species assemblages, defined primarily by plant 

composition, which is determined largely by geology, hydrology, and ecological drivers

• Local “ecosystems,” much more specifically defined than eco-regions, biomes, etc.

• For native plant selection in restoration projects (and native plant gardening), natural 

communities can act as reference sites (“templates”) for decision-making
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What is a natural community?
(And why does it matter?)
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Georgia’s Natural Communities

• State/Regional Level – Ecoregions (or Physiographic Region)

• Blue Ridge Ridge & Valley/Cumberland Plateau, Piedmont, Coastal Plain (Southern Plains, Southeastern Coastal Plain)

• Typically defined by underlying geology

• Natural communities within ecoregion categories are defined by more discrete conditions, with local underlying 

geology, hydrology, and ecological drivers determining plant species composition

• Blue Ridge:

• Northern Hardwood & Boulderfield Forests, Cove Forests, Pine-Oak Woodlands, High-Elevation Rock Outcrops, Mountain Bogs

• Ridge & Valley/Cumberland Plateu:

• Dry Calcalcareous Forests, Montane Longleaf Woodlands, Calcareous Glades & Barrens, Acidic Cliffs & Rock Outcrops, Calcareous Flatwoods

• Piedmont:

• Pine-Oak Woodlands, Montane Longleaf Woodlands, Granite Outcrops, Glades & Barrens, Prairies & Savannas, Flatwoods

• Coastal Plain:

• Sandhills, Longleaf Pine Woodlands and Savannas, Acidic Glades, Barrens & Rocky Woodlands (Altamaha Grit), Pine Flatwoods, Seepage Slope Herb Bogs

• More on this later.

• Natureserve level categories can get even more narrow in scope and can become extremely localized and species-

specific.
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Natural Communities & Biodiversity
• Natural communities come together on the landscape, creating a mosaic of different plant assemblages and 

associated faunal communities that drive landscape-level biodiversity. These communities are intricately linked 
through transition zones and are subject to ecological drivers of adjacent communities.
• Macro- vs Micro-Communities
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Embedded Communities – Macro vs Micro Communities

• Natural communities can be broadly 
categorized as landscape level macro 
communities and smaller micro-
communities embedded within, or 
adjacent to, landscape level macro-
communities.

• Transitions between communities 
usually related to gradients in 
geology/hydrology and can have 
representative species from 
neighboring community types – leads 
to pockets with extremely high 
biodiversity

• Georgia’s state-level geologic 
diversity (eco regions), coupled with 
numerous definable natural 
communities within, drives 
biodiversity in the state - #6 in the 
country for species richness (largely 
attributable to plant diversity).





• Coastal Plain defined by two geologic sub-areas:

• Southern plains (west, central south GA) – Dougherty Plain, 

Tifton Uplands, Fall Line Sandhills

• Southeastern Coastal Plain (southeast GA) – Sea Island 

Flatwoods, Okefenokee, Barrier Islands

• Macro-Communities:

• Upland Longleaf Pine Savannas (Xeric/Mesic, Transitional)

• Pine Flatwoods

• Sandhills (depending on where you are)

• Floodplains and River Swamps (hard to place as a macro vs 

micro, transition from bottoms to uplands extremely 

important for landscape diversity)

• Micro/Embedded Communities:

• Sandhills,  Isolated Wetlands (Depression Wetlands), 

Glades/Barrens (Altamaha Grit), Seepage Slope Herb Bogs, 

Cypress-Gum Ponds 
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)



5/7/2026 20

Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)



5/7/2026 22

Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)



• General Habitat Trends

• Most natural communities in the Coastal Plain (and throughout Georgia, 

historically) are herbaceous-dominated, with open forest structure and a diversity 

of native grasses and forbs.

• More accurately, grasslands woodlands and savannas rather than what would 

typically be considered a forest

• Exceptions include communities protected from drivers (such as fire) by virtue of 

topography, hydrology, and presence/absence of suitable fuels – cove forests, 

ravines, permanent/semi-permanent wetlands/bottoms where fire spread would 

be limited

• Transitions matter – often there is a gradient from one plant community to 

another, resulting in locally high species richness as communities overlap, while 

also creating unique conditions associated with high levels of endemism.

• Ecological Drivers and Disturbance

• Georgia’s Coastal Plain (and Georgia in its entirety) is a fire-obligate landscape, except for 

certain natural communities, with most communities requiring a frequent fire return 

interval (~2 years in Coastal Plain) 

• Hurricanes/tornadoes, flood events, etc
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain (Continued)



• Sandhills – Longleaf pine, turkey oak, sparkleberry, wiregrass 

(Aristida beyrichiana), arrowfeather (Aristida purparescens), 

gopher apple, sandhills bluestar, silkgrass, pink sandhill lupine

• See also: Dry Evergreen Oak Woodlands (somewhat similar to 

sandhills superficially, but more dominated by woody shrubs)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Longleaf Pine Woodlands 

• Dry Uplands: Longleaf pine, oaks (sand live, sand laurel, bluejack, 

turkey, sand post), wiregrass (Aristida beyrichiana), arrowfeather 

(Aristida purparescens), little bluestem, indiangrass, sandhills 

dropseed, gopher apple, sandhills bluestar, slimleaf pawpaw, 

butterfly pea, Maryland golden aster, silkgrass, 

• Mesic Uplands: Longleaf pine, southern red oak, sand laurel oak, 

sassafras, big bluestem, little bluestem, lopsided indiangrass, 

wiregrass, arrowfeather, elegant blazing star, sensitive briar, 

bracken fern, black eyed susan, goat’s rue
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Altamaha Grit (Acidic Glades, Barrens and Rocky Woodlands)

• Often associated with exposed rock outcrops

• Georgia-endemic geology (with Georgia endemic species)

• Indicator Species: Longleaf pine, shortleaf pine, oaks 

(turkey, sand post, blackjack), mountain laurel, splitbeard 

bluestem, Elliott’s bluestem, southern wiregrass, Georgia 

beargrass, goat’s rue, yucca, cutleaf beardtongue (Georgia 

endemic)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Pine Flatwoods

• Historically much more widespread in the southeastern coastal plain; 

greatly reduced in Georgia due to development, bedding practices in 

timber industry, and fire suppression

• Indicator Species – Slash pine, pond pine, longleaf pine, huckleberry, 

wax myrtle, saw palmetto, wiregrass, toothache grass,  elegant 

blazing star, switchgrass, meadow beauty (Rhexia sp.), Florida 

dropseed (Sporobolus floridanus), yellow-eyed grass (Xyris sp.)

Seepage Slope Herb Bogs & Seepage Slopes

• Open wetlands on lower slopes associated with frequently burned 

pine savannas

• Indicator species – Pines (longleaf, slash, pond), wax myrtle, 

toothache grass, sundews, bog buttons, pitcher plants, orchids 

(Platenthera, Spiranthes, beaksedges (Rhynchospora), 

meadowbeauties (Rhexia sp.)
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Depression Marshes & Cypress Savannas

• Isolated wetland systems embedded within landscape-level pine 

savanna matrix

• Often ephemeral (seasonal) and maintained by frequent fire by virtue 

of connectivity to surrounding uplands

• Critically important breeding habitat for many amphibians of 

conservation concern 

• Indicator Species – pond cypress, swamp tupelo, myrtle holly, 

maiden cane, blue sedge, longleaf three-awn grass, redroot 

flatsedge, pipeworts, bladderworts, Rhexia, yellow-eyed grass
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Other Natural Communities

• Dry Deciduous Hardwood Forests

• Typically found on river bluffs, upland/bottomland 

transition areas

• Indicator Species – hickories, oaks, small-fruited 

pawpaw, witch hazel, saw palmetto, horse sugar, 

sparkleberry, deerberry, wood oats (spikegrass),

• Mesic Slope Forests

• Mixed evergreen-deciduous forests along steep 

slopes/bluffs; often associated with ravines

• Indicator Species – hickories, southern magnolia, 

American beech, swamp chestnut oak, sugar maple, 

red buckeye, American holly, Piedmont azalea wood 

oats (spikegrass), blue phlox, Atamasco lilies, Trillium
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Other Natural Communities

• Blackland Prairies – only found in isolated pockets near Macon; very 

odd, disjunct plant community

• Mesic Slope Forests

• Mixed evergreen-deciduous forests along steep slopes/bluffs; often associated with ravines

• Indicator Species – hickories, southern magnolia, American beech, swamp chestnut oak, sugar 

maple, red buckeye, American holly, Piedmont azalea wood oats (spikegrass), blue phlox, Atamasco 

lilies, Trillium

• Cypress-Gum Ponds (Carolina Bays)

• Depression Oak Forests

• Riverine Floodplains, Cypress-Tupelo River Swamps, Bottomland 

Hardwoods, 
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Natural Communities of Georgia’s Coastal Plain – Indicator Species



Choosing the 
Right Plants
• Your management goals

• Your physiographic region/geology

• Known/historic ranges
• https://plants.usda.gov/home

• Site conditions – how do they compare to your local natural 
communities? What are some commonly available plants that 
fit those community descriptors?

• Use a reference site
• Natural Communities of Georgia

• What plants are you seeing on your local natural landscapes that have 
comparable site conditions to your own?

• Sourcing – knowing what species are readily available; focus on 
more common/generalist species.



Establishing Your 
Management Goals

Many native gardeners have broad 
management goals – often just want to help 
wildlife in general, create “natural” areas

• What are you managing for? What does the habitat 
need to look like? Can you make it work in a garden 
setting? How? 

• Project Scale – are you managing a landscape or 
planting a garden? 

• Establishing your management goals is critical.

Are you managing for:
• Pollinators (general, native bees, specific species?)

• Birds (general, specific species?)

• Aesthetics/functionality

• Biodiversity – Habitat Restoration, Replicating 
Natural Communities



Managing for Biodiversity

• Maximizing diversity on the individual 
landscape

• Maximize number of plant species (with plants 
appropriate for your landscape)

• Different wildlife species use different plants for different parts 
of their life cycles (nectivorous adults vs herbivorous larvae; 
nesting cover vs foraging habitat for birds)

• Maximize structural diversity (and species diversity 
within your structural tiers)

• Vertical –  Overstory Trees

• Intermediate – Midstory, Shrubs, Thickets

• Groundcover – Herbaceous (grasses, forbs)

• Landscape would have historically contained a mosaic of plant 
communities depending on site conditions and disturbance 
frequency

• Remember: Different wildlife species need different plant 
communities

• Conservation Focus: What is missing on the 
landscape?

• Identify imperiled communities – inform your 
management decisions.

• Open plant communities – grasslands!



5/7/2026 35

Don’t forget your grasses! Important structural component, food source, and visual 
interest.
• Bluestems (Andropogon)
• Little Bluestems (Schizachyrium)
• Panicgrass (Panicum)
• Indiangrass (Sorghastrum)
• Wiregrass/Three-awn Grass (Aristida) 
• Dropseeds (Sprobolus)
• Sedges (Carex sp.)
• Beaksedge (Rhynchospora)
• And many others – graminoids are often a defining aspect of many natural 

communities; luckily, you can often determine species selection in a garden 
setting based on soil moisture.



A Pitch for Grasslands
• Many species declines in the US are directly related to 

grassland declines:

• Birds

• Mammals

• Reptiles and amphibians

• Pollinators

• Rare plants

• Hot beds of biodiversity
• Arguments have been made to include the grasslands of the 

southeast (particularly those of the Coastal Plain) as a global 
biodiversity hotspot

• Substantially higher plant and animal species richness associated 
with herbaceous communities compared to closed-canopy forested 
systems in appropriate settings 

• Contain most of the focal species for pollinator plantings

• Milkweeds (Asclepias), Mountain Mints (Pycnanthemum), Goldenrods 
(Solidago), Joe Pye (Eutrochium), Ironweeds (Vernonia), Sunflowers 
(Helianthus), Black-eyed Susans (Rudbeckia), Coneflowers 
(Echinacea), Beebalms (Monarda), Blazing Stars (Liatris), Asters 
(Symphyotrichum), Tickseeds (Coreopsis), Beardtongues (Penstemon)



Grasslands in the Garden

• Easy to establish and maintain

• Don’t take sunlight for granted!
• Be mindful of if/where you plant trees – they can ultimately shade out diversity

• Many native gardeners already do it:
• Pollinator gardens

• Limiting lawn care
• Note: Most lawns do not convert back to native plant communities; requires 

further management to restore

• Creating plant diversity at any scale
• Can plant many grassland species very densely, creating 

opportunities to utilize more species in smaller spaces

• Viable seeding options available for more cost-effective 
restoration at larger scales

• Aesthetics
• Herbaceous communities are visually dynamic – shifting in 

color and structure throughout the year as plant species 
grow and flower at different times

• Plants can easily be bordered, layered, grouped, and 
otherwise structured intentionally for desired aesthetics

• Accessibility
• Many widespread and common grassland species 

available at reliable native plant nurseries



Managing for Grassland 
Communities
• Two Major Components:

• Sunlight
• Most limiting factor on most landscapes

• Influenced by disturbance - sunlight becomes limited in 
closed canopy conditions

• Disturbance/Ecological Drivers
• Any process that disrupts plant growth, typically focused 

on limiting woody plants that would eventually shade 
out the herbaceous community:

• Fire (History of naturally occurring fire)

• Grazing (History of large grazing mammals)

• Landscaping Options: Mowing, hand-cutting woody stems, 
physical removal of unwanted plant material, isolated 
chemical application. Burning (carefully)!

• Grasslands can, and frequently do, exist with 
overstory trees (savannas) – but too many trees can 
create conditions unsuitable for diverse herbaceous 
communities.

• Deciding what to do with a fully shaded system is entirely up to 
the landowner and their management goals.

• Trees and shrubs create important structural components that 
compliment herbaceous communities, while also providing 
nutritional benefits to a variety of wildlife



Using Rare Plants on Your Landscape

• Many commercially available species are considered rare, 
threatened, or endangered by the Georgia Department of Natural 
Resources and/or US Fish and Wildlife Service

• Populations are monitored and tracked by agency and organizational stakeholders

• In select cases, genetic lineages are tracked and utilized by conservation horticulturists for 
outplantings

• Using these plants in landscaping can create uncertainty for determining origins for 
populations of rare species (is a population naturally occurring, or was it planted nearby 
and spread?)

• Please be mindful of the species you are planting and where you are 
planting them…

• Ensure that you are using plants that are native to your physiographic region, and, ideally, 
species that have been recorded from your county



Closing 
Thoughts

• Understand your goals.

• Think about the type of 
habitat you are creating – 
what natural communities 
are you trying to replicate?

• Use plant species 
appropriate for your 
location and site 
conditions.



Questions?
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