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Down a dirt road behind the
horticulture department at the
Eastern Campus of Suffolk
County Community College,
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there’s a revolution brewing.
It’s a revolution of native seeds,
which are collected, planted
and cared for by a group of
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Hendrickson,
Bridgehampton’s
Stalwart Weather

volunteers called the Long
Island Native Plant Initiative.
LINPI is on a mission to save

LINPI director Polly Weigand with native grasses
planted by her group’s volunteers
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the genetic history of plants on
Long Island.
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Soil technician Polly Weigand, who works for the Suffolk County Soil and Water
Conservation District by day, founded LINPI in 2011, in an effort to preserve the
original strains of grasses and plants that grew on Long Island before settlers began
importing plants here from around the world.
The group has been holding plant sales in their greenhouse at the college for the
past two weekends. This Saturday, Ms. Weigand was busy with a crew of volunteers
teaching the public about the importance of native plants.
LINPI started its work primarily
with seeds of native grasses
with names like purple
lovegrass, little bluestem and
switchgrass. It’s not only
important to save the species of
grass, said Ms. Weigand, it’s
also important to save the
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specific strain that had adapted
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over centuries to conditions on
Long Island.
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“We’re doing this with a
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foundation in genetics,” she
said. “If the seed is collected in
Kansas, it’s not genetically
native. Seed grown in Kansas
U.S. Fish and Wildlife interns Nicole Gabelman and
Amara Huddleston transplant native grasses.

will not have the salt tolerance
that seed grown here has.”
The group stores its seed at the
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Millenium Seed Bank Project on Staten Island, an island that shares Long Island’s
native species and habitat.
From grasses, LINPI’s work has gone on to include 40 different varieties of plants.
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Some are native flowers, including asters, black-eyed Susans, blue verbena and bog
white violet. Some are clovers and some are mints and some even have names that
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include the word “weed.”
Ms. Weigand said her group spends a lot of time educating people about the idea
that weeds aren’t necessarily invasive species.
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Some native plants even have
the word “weed” in their name,
including Joe Pye weed and
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New York ironweed.
“A weed is basically something
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people say they don’t want in
their yards. It doesn’t mean it’s
invasive,” she said. She added
that poison ivy is an essential
plant for migrating birds, who

Joe Pye weed

don’t suffer from the contact
dermatitis that humans have
and who eat poison ivy berries to fatten up for their trips south in the winter.
In fact, several commonly planted landscape plants are invasive species, including
winged euonymus, Red Norway maples and Japanese barberry. These three plants
are due to be banned from sale in Suffolk County in upcoming years.
Ms. Weigand said her group’s mission is threefold: to encourage the public to
request truly native plants from nurseries, to make a supply of seeds and nursery
stock available for the growers, and to hold educational events to help build
community awareness about the importance of native plants.
They’re planning a native plant symposium on Sept. 27 at Brookhaven National
Laboratory. More information is available here.
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