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This issue of Simply Native is the first in a series offering 
information about the value and reasons to select native 
plants for your home landscape or garden and about certain 
other species which have become invasive.  The Georgia 
Piedmont Land Trust and the Georgia Native Plant Society 
encourage the use of native plants because it’s the smart 
thing to do for many reasons. 
 
Looking for the Perfect Shrub? 

 
So you’re looking for a shrub to 
provide visual interest – year-
round interest is best; color; 
textural interest; and – of course 
-- showy blooms, fragrant and 
with a long bloom period.  You 

can’t do better than to select the native oakleaf 
hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia)  or one of its many 
cultivars.  The show begins in the late spring when big, 
showy bloom clusters, called flowering panicles, erupt 
in a show of white flowers. The color of the petals 
changes to creamy pink, ages to a soft burgundy and 
then fades to a mellow beige or golden brown.  Because 
the panicles persist, this show stretches through fall, 
even into winter. 
 
The large leaves emerge as a soft pale green that 
change to red, purple or burgundy in the fall with colder 
temperatures.  When the leaves finally fall in winter, 
the bare, cinnamon-colored branches of the shrub 
provide stark visual interest with exfoliating bark. 
 
This beautiful shrub has long found favor with Southern 
gardeners, according to Gil Nelson in Best Native Plants 
for Southern Gardens: “Gardeners have planted oakleaf 
hydrangea since at least 1800, not long after William 
Bartram discovered the plant near Georgia’s Ocmulgee 
River.” 
 
For today’s gardeners, the list of positive attributes for 
oakleaf hydrangea continues – it prefers at least some 
shade and does well in shady areas.  Plant it in well  

 
drained areas or slopes; once established, it is quite 
drought tolerant, thriving with no extra watering or 
care. 

 
Oakleaf hydrangea grows at a 
medium rate to be a large shrub. 
If space is a critical issue, select 
the cultivar ‘Pee Wee.’ You can 
encourage your plant to make 
more plants by using a 

propagation technique called layering: place a stone or 
weight on a low-to-the-ground branch to ensure good 
contact with the ground.  After a couple months, the 
contact point will have established roots of its own.  Cut 
the branch between the mother plant and the new 
roots and transplant it to a new location.  Also, over 
time a single plant may sucker.  If an expanded planting 
isn’t in your plans, removal of the suckers and 
occasional pruning – immediately after the plant 
blooms because it blooms on buds formed in late 
summer – will keep it in bounds.  
 
The attributes of oakleaf hydrangea make it a worthy 
candidate in any garden or landscape.  Its value as a 
native is enhanced by its showiness 
and color, since its nectar rich flowers 
support pollinators.  It also provides 
cover and protection – essential 
characteristics for any landscape that 
meets wildlife habitat criteria.  Deer 
may browse this species. 
 
Perhaps most importantly, the easy 
care, suitability, and aesthetic 
positives of oakleaf hydrangea make 
it a winning choice over shrub species that are invasive 
and damaging to our natural habitat areas, among them 
Autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata), Japanese spirea 
(Spiraea japonica), Mahonia (Mahonia bealei), Nandina 
(Nandina domestica), and Chinese privet (Ligustrum 
sinense).  More about this last species and why it’s a 
problem on the other side of this page.       
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Privet in late spring. 
Ted Bodner Photo. 

Poster Child for Bad Actors – Plants, That Is 
 
This informational series also is designed to raise 
awareness about plant species that are 
harming our environment. For this first 
issue we focus on a shrub – Chinese 
privet (Ligustrum sinense) --  that is 
gaining notoriety today, although its 
bad behavior has been causing 
problems for years.  It is widespread in 
many parts of Georgia with a 
correspondingly huge impact on our 
environment. 
 
Chinese privet “can tolerate a wide 
range of conditions. Plants form dense thickets, 
invading fields, fencerows, roadsides, forest 
understories, and riparian sites. They can shade out and 
exclude native understory species, perhaps even 
reducing tree (germination and growth),” according to 
the Center for Invasive Species and Ecosystem Health, a 
unit of the Warnell School of Forestry at the University 
of Georgia. 
 
Chinese privet is native to Europe and Asia, introduced 
in the United States in 1852 as an ornamental plant. It 
was used for many years as an ornamental shrub and 
for hedges, including as a variegated form. 
 
Decades of widespread use of Chinese privet in 
landscapes, coupled with its prolific ability to seed and 
to spread by root sprouts, has allowed it to overwhelm 
countless stream corridors and moist areas throughout 
the Georgia Piedmont and beyond.  Once established in 
these favorable areas, this shade tolerant plant can 
spread into upland areas beyond stream corridors.  
Impenetrable thickets of the plant develop and it 
becomes virtually the only plant species that can survive 
– a monoculture.  While some birds and wildlife eat its 
abundant berries, questions exist about their nutritional 
value compared with native food sources.  In this 
monoculture, the thickets surprisingly do not provide a 
rich and diverse habitat for wildlife; insect populations 
decline and the animals and birds that need them leave.  
   
Moreover, significant degradation to floodplain and 
stream corridor habitats now requires the dedication of 
substantial resources to remove invasives and restore 
systems, all with the knowledge that the problem is 
ongoing since total eradication is unlikely.   
 
Beyond these considerations, homeowners whose yards 
are bordered with Chinese privet hedges or foundation 

plantings find themselves waging a never-ending battle 
to remove this plant, requiring plenty of maintenance 
and resources. If you have it, remove and discard the 
berries first. In a streamside area, consider the cut and 
paint approach (using a small amount of herbicide on a 
foam brush) to avoid disturbing the soil. Plant native 
shrubs nearby to avoid erosion as the old roots decay. 
 
Does this matter?  Consider this from Bringing Nature 
Home by entomologist and wildlife ecologist Dr. Doug 
Tallamy: “Because animals directly or indirectly depend 
on plants for their food, the diverstiy of animals in a 
particular habitat is very closely linked to the diversity 
of plants in that habitat.” 
 
Tallamy also states, “For the first time in its history, 
gardening has taken on a role that transcends the needs 
of the gardener: Like it or not, gardeners have become 
important players in the management of our nation’s 
wildlife.” 
 
The good news is that gardeners and homeowners have 
choices about what varieties of shrubs, trees and 
perennials to plant in their landscapes.  Even though 
Chinese privet is still available at retail outlets today, 
smart and caring gardeners can make other choices. 
 
For an evergreen shrub with a fine texture or small 
leaves, consider a yaupon holly (Ilex vomitoria).  For 
color and showy flowers, consider oakleaf hydrangea – 
see the other side of this sheet for more information.  
Other native alternatives include native viburnums 
(Viburnum nudum is one), bottlebrush buckeye 
(Aesculus parviflora), leucothoe (Leucothoe axillaris), 
and Virginia sweetspire (Itea virginica), all available at 
area retailers who market native plants. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOUT 
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust and Georgia Native Plant 
Society have partnered to create an informational series to 
encourage Georgia gardeners to incorporate Georgia’s native 
plants into their landscapes and gardens. 
 
The Georgia Piedmont Land Trust (GPLT) is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to the preservation of open and green 
space in the Piedmont region of Georgia. GPLT believes that 
protected natural and open spaces are essential for healthy 
communities, positive quality of life and the wildlife that 
depends upon this habitat. For more information visit our 
website at: www.gplt.org 
 
The Georgia Native Plant Society (GNPS) is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to promoting the stewardship and 
conservation of Georgia’s native plants and their habitats. For 
more information visit our website at:   www.gnps.org 
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