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And They're Off...
Worlkhorse Species
Gallop Toward Successful
Shoreland Restorations

aturalist skills can come in
handy when you’re thinking
about shoreland restoration. If
you observe an intact, natural shoreline,
you begin to see which plants stand out
as protectors of the soil and suppliers of
food and habitat for wildlife. For example,
you might notice alder (Alnus incana)
and sweet gale (Myrica gale) along a lake
shoreline, bouncing up and down like a
shock absorber, softening the wave action
and the energy coming into it. Or perhaps
you watch water during a rainstorm flow
around thickets and clumps of grasses
and sedges, where it is intercepted by
thousands of leaf blades, and the water’s
power becomes minimized and braided,
and it has a chance to infiltrate.

“Workhorse Species”

Patrick Goggin

People around the country doing
shoreland restorations over the last 10-15
years put these naturalist’s abilities to
work by realizing that a core group of
plant species can help make for successful
plantings. Often practitioners call them
the “workhorse species.” We have come
to realize that this group of plants has
characteristics that make them desirable
for reestablishing shoreland buffer form,
function, and beauty. Workhorse species
should be abundant across a wide range
of ecological settings. These plants help
protect shoreland areas from erosive
forces and add to the structure at a site as
trees, shrubs, and ground layer vegetation.

Typically, these plants have traits we
admire for shoreland habitats, such as
penetrating, deep roots, or they are prolific
seeders that pioneer into disturbed ground
before weeds and invasive species arrive.
Many also have rhizomatous, fibrous,
and/or clump-forming root systems, so
they spread out effectively along the shore

Butternut Lake, Forest County, Wisconsin, USA, natural shoreline.

holding soil in place to minimize erosion.
Practitioners give these plant species a
gold star for reestablishing our shoreland
buffers because they offer other functions
besides deep roots. Most have wildlife
habitat benefits of one sort or another,
too. They provide nesting material, food,
and cover. Further, these species are more
tolerant of variability in site conditions
for moisture, water depth, soil type,
and light. They can also be propagated
efficiently and in a cost-effective manner
by nurseries specializing in native plant
material production.

Experiment with trying to identify
a suite of plants in your region that can
act as workhorse species for shoreland
restorations. Choose plants that hold
the soil well, spread effectively through
rhizomes or seed, and have ways of
supporting and assisting wildlife in their
survival. Consider species that tolerate a
variety of site conditions and are relatively
resistant to overgrazing from muskrats,

Drift example.




Helenium autumnale.

waterfowl, or other critters. By having
this building block as part of any project,
you will improve the chances of your
shoreland reestablishment work being
successful now and well into the future.
Think about using your workhorse
species in larger patches. Using irregular
shaped drifts of these plants running
parallel to the shore will improve the
aesthetics of your project. A good plan
should include workhorse species laid out
in these types of shoreline planting beds.
Landowners can conceptually recognize
more easily this kind of design versus an
ecologically driven method of laying out
the plant material in some type of matrix.

Peltandra virginica.

Native alder and other shrub shock absorbers.

This patch technique makes it easier for
lakeshore property owners to accept the
idea of enhancement work. Visually and
aesthetically, people can identify more with
the workhorse species used in this manner.
You can always add showy and more
niche-type plant species elsewhere in
the planting through small accent areas.
Overall, try to pick a diversity of plants to
minimize impacts from pests, disease, or
prolonged periods of high water or drought.
Choose a rich color palette, bloom time
assortment, and striking shape of plants
that can provide the site with interesting
foliage, flowers, and structure year-round.

Silphium perfoliatum.

Pontederia cordata.
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