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When the pioneers began to settle the prairies they might have viewed the task of plowing 

the Jand as “reclaiming” by the dictionary definition of “make available for human use by 

changing natural conditions . Later especially after the drought years, reclamation meant 

getting something to grow, usually introduced grasses. Now. because of appreciation of 

our prairie plant species, reclamation may mean replacing native with native. This change 

has created a demand for native seed which in turn has propelled the native plant 

industry. 

The change can be seen in policy development in both government and non-government 

agencies. Ducks Unlimited Canada started working with native plants in the 1980s as 

they embarked on reclaiming agricultural land for nesting cover. In 1992 Chris Nykoluk 

of PFRA was able to get management there to agree that native pasture should be 

reclaimed with native plants. It is interesting that. Saskatchewan Agriculture and Food's 

Guidelines and Procedures for Developers is entitled “Restoration of Saskatchewan s 

Agricultural Crown Rangelands. This clearly indicates the desire to return the land to its 

former state There are many other examples to support this trend. 

A milestone for native plants which has had a major impact on the industry was the 

formation of the Native Plant Society of Saskatchewan. A meeting to assess the interest in 

such an organization was held in September 1994 and the first annual meeting of the 

Society took place in January 1996. The Society, along with the Northwest Saskatchewan 

Grasslands Association commissioned a study which resulted in the publication in 

January 1997 of the “Market Assessment of Native Plant Materials in Saskatchewan . 

This useful pamphlet acts as a benchmark listing suppliers and buyers of native plant 

materials as well as issues in the marketplace. Some problems identified include extreme 

secrecy, lack of knowledge on the part of buyers and unpredictability of the economic 

conditions in the province. High cost and low availability of seed were the major factors 

against the use of native species. One source, however, said there was “no need to 

produce native plant materials because there is an unlimited supply of it in the province”. 

Considerable debate goes on as to what is best where native plants are required for a 
project. The options are cultivars including the standard mix (three wheatgrasses plus 

green needle grass) which are not always suited to our conditions, wild harvested seed 

which is often unpredictable, and seed produced in farm plots from wild-harvested 

material. About six years ago, Ducks Unlimited Canada, along with researchers, primarily 
at Agriculture Canada stations, started to develop ecovars by selecting plants from 
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Canadian prairie stock and breeding them to maintain genetic diversity This seed is now 

in the multiplication stage and may be available to growers in the year 2001. About thirty 

species are anticipated, including grasses, forbs and shrubs. This will change the industry, 

allowing many more species to be readily included in seed mixes. It should. be noted 

however, that when our market assessment was done, a total of 22 grasses, 91 forbs and. 

28 shrub and tree species were listed as being available through Saskatchewan suppliers. 

Which type of seed is most appropriate will. continue to he debated but there's no doubt 

that the demand for increased diversity will grow as seed becomes more available. 

One new venture which will affect the industry in Saskatchewan is the development of 

the Native Plant Society web site and an associated listing service. The web site 

(www.npss.sk.ca) is due to be launched next month. The listing service will soon follow 

including buyers, sellers, experts and many sources of information.. In the last few years 

many books and even. some videos relating to reclamation. have come on the market. 

These include how-to manuals and plant identification books. Having these sources 

identified should make it easier for those getting started using native plants to gain the 
knowledge they need. It is hoped. that having seed data - amounts of various species 

available from different growers or harvesters, lab tests if any, maybe even price - 

accessible on the net may reduce the secrecy identified earlier in the industry It should 

also make it much easier to link buyers and sellers. At the moment, it is difficult to 

determine how many producers exist in the province. Only twenty nine were identified in 

the market assessment published in 1997 but a successful listing service should bring 

forward many more. it is anticipated that at least in the early stages, the service will be 

free to members of the Native Plant Society. 

The Society, we hope, is, by its many activities, increasing awareness about native plants 

and the possibilities of the industry. We publish brochures and a quarterly newsletter, 

have workshops and an annual meeting/conference. Our display has been seen at many 

functions around the province this year Just having a place that people can call, fax, write 

or email is helping to disseminate information. Andy had a flood of requests about the 

methods and costs of stripping native grasses when the lush production of spear grass 

seed became evident early this sum liter. 

The bonanza versus bust of different years' harvest is a constant concern for the industry. 

It means that neither availability nor price of seed are predictable. But as the number of 

producers increases the likelihood of someone having a particular species should rise, and 

farm-produced seed may be more predictable because irrigation becomes a possibility. It 
seeing likely that more people will be producing natives for a variety of reasons. 

Although the oil activity will eventually slow, the gas industry in the province should 

expand, government agencies arc likely to encourage more native perennials: for grazing 

and all wildlife agencies want to increase diversity. Stricter government regulations may 

bring about greater use of natives. Low maintenance and low water use requirements will 

mean more use of natives in. parks, golf courses and the horticulture industry. Even 

though more seed will be produced. the price will likely remain high because of these 

new users. 

116 



Assuming that there will be more producers/harvesters and more demand for diversity, 

supporting facilities and equipment will have to be created. There will be more demand 

for seed cleaning and lab testing if people are growing small amounts of seed of a large 

number of species, it's not economical for them to have each tested, so other methods of 

ensuring a quality product may have to be devised. For example, some organizations of. 

organic growers have their own inspection systems. Another need is for small-scale 

equipment for harvesting and processing the myriad of seed heads which. are found on 

the wide variety of native grasses, flowers and shrubs. 

In January 1997 the native plant industry in Saskatchewan was described as fledgling. 

immature and exciting. These descriptions are still appropriate but a lot has happened 

since then and the evolution will likely continue at the same pace. 
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