
An Overview of NRCS's PLANTS Database and 
Website 



An Overview of NRCS's PLANTS 
Database and Website 

Gerry Moore 
(gerry.moore@gnb.usda.gov; plants@ftc.usda.gov; 

plants.usda.gov)



Background



National Plant Data Team

Kat Anderson (Ethnoecologist), Davis, California 
Mark Garland (Botanist), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina
Doug Goldman (Botanist), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina
Gerry Moore (Leader), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina

National Plant Data Center: Scott Peterson, Gerald Guala,
James Henson, Mark Skinner



National Plant Data Team

Kat Anderson                       Mark Garland                     Doug Goldman                      Gerry Moore



PLANTS Database - History

1960. Agency began maintaining a standardized plant list. 
1971. National List of Scientific Plant Names (NLSPN) published. 
1982. NRCS (in cooperation with the Smithsonian Institution) published  

revised NLSPN. 
1990. NRCS initiated a continuation and expansion of the NLSPN in the 

form of the PLANTS database.
1994. PLANTS website established (plants.usda.gov). 
Late 1980s-2005. Data provided by Biota of North America Program (Dr. 

John Kartesz, Director).
2005-present. Data provided through numerous sources, many datasets 

obtained through contractual agreements. 



PLANTS Database – Mission

• PLANTS assists with the integration of natural resource information 
throughout NRCS and across other government agencies, disciplines, 
and applications.

• See General Manual Title 190 Part 401 for more information 
(http://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/OpenNonWebContent.aspx?conte
nt=39083.wba)

http://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/OpenNonWebContent.aspx?content=39083.wba


PLANTS Database - Coverage

Vascular plants (gymnosperms, flowering plants): 28,236 species
Nonvascular plants (mosses, liverworts, hornworts):    1,933 species
Lichens: 3,983 species
TOTAL: 34,152 species

U.S. and its territories, Canada, Greenland, St. Pierre and Miquelon



PLANTS Database – Data Provided

Scientific names (accepted names, synonyms)
Common names
Symbols
Taxonomy 
Distribution
Nativity 
*Characteristics
*Ethnoecology
*Cover crops
*Crop Nutrients
*Legal status (e.g., wetland, E&T, invasive, or noxious)



Overview of Taxonomy and 
Nomenclature









Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)

• Kingdom
• Phylum/Division
• Class
• Order
• Family

• Tribe
• Genus

• Section
• Series 

• Species
• Variety



Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)

1. Phylogenetic (Evolutionary) Relationships

2. Similarity



Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)



Nomenclature

1. Each taxon with a particular circumscription, position, and rank, can 
have only one correct name, the earliest in accordance with the rules. 

2. The applications of names of taxa are determined by means of 
nomenclatural types. 



Nomenclature



Skunk cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus (L.) Nutt.) 



Pink lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium acaule Aiton)



Name change due to rules violation



spurless touch-me-not (Impatiens ecornuta Gerry Moore, Zika & Rushworth) 



spurless touch-me-not (Impatiens ecornuta Gerry Moore, Zika & Rushworth)

1. Moore, G., P.F. Zika, C.A. Rushworth. 2012. Impatiens ecornuta, a 
New Name for Impatiens ecalcarata (Balsaminaceae), a Jewelweed 
from the United States and Canada. Novon 22: 60—61. 

2. Up until 2012, this species was known as Impatiens ecalcarata
Blank. (1905). However, this name was already published in 1890 
for a species in Burma (Myanmar) and thus it cannot be used for 
the species in North America. 



Name change due to problems with the type



Chestnut oak (Quercus montana Willd.)



Chestnut oak (Quercus montana Willd.)

1. Hardin, J. W. 1979. Quercus prinus L. – nomen ambiguum. Taxon 28: 
355-357. Name applied to chestnut oak and swamp chestnut oak 
(Quercus michauxii). Linnaeus’s original material for the name of 
uncertain identity. 

2. Proposal to reject the name Quercus prinus (Fagaceae). 2005. Taxon
54: 213-214.

3. Name Quercus prinus L. cited as formally rejected in 2015; the next 
earliest name for chestnut oak, Quercus montana, is now accepted.  



Name change due to change in genus placement



Tanoak
Notholithocarpus densiflorus (Lithocarpus densiflorus)



Name change due to changes in taxonomy



Leyland cypress (×Hesperotropsis leylandii (A.B.Jacks. & Dallim.) Garland & Gerry Moore) 

Monterey cypress (Hesperocyparis macrocarpa) × Nootka cypress (Callitropsis nootkatensis)



×Hesperotropsis leylandii (A.B.Jacks. & Dallim.) Garland & Gerry Moore

Garland, M. A. & G. Moore. 2012. 
Hesperotropsis, a new nothogenus
for intergeneric crosses between 
Hesperocyparis and Callitropsis
(Cupressaceae), and a review of 
the complicated nomenclatural 
history of the Leyland cypress. 
Taxon 61: 667-670. 
Parental species treated variously 
as belonging to Callitropsis, 
Chamaecyparis, Cupressus, 
Hesperocyparis, Xanthocyparis.  

Callitropsis ×leylandii (A. B. Jacks. & 
Dallim.) D.P. Little
×Cupressocyparis leylandii (A. B. 
Jacks. & Dallim.) Dallim.
×Cuprocyparis leylandii (A. B. Jacks. & 
Dallim.) Farjon
Cupressus ×leylandii A. B. Jacks. & 
Dallim.



New names for new taxa



Brazoria palmetto (Sabal ×brazoriensis D.H. Goldman, Lockett, & Read) 
Sabal minor × Sabal palmetto



Nativity Assignments and 
Distributions



PLANTS Definition of “Native”

Naturally occurring at the time of Columbus. 
Introduced plants arrived later, invariably 
with human assistance, from some other 
part of the world. …. Native Status is 
frequently ambiguous and therefore difficult 
to assign.



PLANTS Floristic Areas

1. Lower 48 States
2. Alaska
3. Hawaii
4. Pacific Basin
5. Puerto Rico
6. U.S. Virgin Islands
7. Navassa
8. Canada
9. Greenland
10. Saint Pierre and Miquelon



Common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale)

 

Native Status: 

 

L48     
 

AK     
 

HI     
 

PR     
 

VI     
 

NAV     
 

CAN     
 

GL     
 

SPM     
 

    

                             
 



Common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale)



Common reed (Phragmites australis)



European common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. australis)



American common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. americanus)



Subtropical common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. berlandieri) 



Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)



Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)



Pokeweed (Phytolacca americana)



Pokeweed (Phytolacca americana)



Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)



Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)



Using the PLANTS website

















































Updates to the PLANTS Website



Updates to the PLANTS Website

International Plant Names Index (www.ipni.org), 2015 additions

Name citations: 70841
Authors: 515
Publications: 794
Total: 72150



http://www.conservationwebinars.net/webinars/using-nrcs-
plants-database-in-conservation-planning

Next PLANTS Webinar:  28 Sep. 2016

http://www.conservationwebinars.net/webinars/using-nrcs-plants-database-in-conservation-planning


National Plant Data Team (plants@ftc.usda.gov)

Kat Anderson (Ethnoecologist), Davis, California 
(kat.anderson@gnb.usda.gov)

Mark Garland (Botanist), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina 
(mark.garland@gnb.usda.gov)

Doug Goldman (Botanist), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina 
(doug.goldman@gnb.usda.gov)

Gerry Moore (Leader), ENTSC, Greensboro, North Carolina 
(gerry.moore@gnb.usda.gov) 



Photo and Image Credits

Slide 1: Mark Garland
Slides 19, 20: Gerry Moore
Slide 22: Matt Lavin
Slide 28: J. Scott Peterson
Slide 39: Richard Howard
Slide 48: USGS (Digital reproduction of map from E.L. Little Jr., 1971) 
Slides: 52, 54, 56, 58, 59, 60, 62: Robert Mohlenbrock
All others: Doug Goldman


	An Overview of NRCS's PLANTS Database and Website 
	An Overview of NRCS's PLANTS Database and Website 
	Background
	National Plant Data Team
	National Plant Data Team
	PLANTS Database - History
	PLANTS Database – Mission
	PLANTS Database - Coverage
	PLANTS Database – Data Provided
	Overview of Taxonomy and Nomenclature
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)
	Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)
	Taxonomy (Systematics, Classification)
	Nomenclature
	Nomenclature
	Skunk cabbage (Symplocarpus foetidus (L.) Nutt.) 
	Pink lady’s-slipper (Cypripedium acaule Aiton)
	Name change due to rules violation
	spurless touch-me-not (Impatiens ecornuta Gerry Moore, Zika & Rushworth) � 
	spurless touch-me-not (Impatiens ecornuta Gerry Moore, Zika & Rushworth)
	Name change due to problems with the type
	Chestnut oak (Quercus montana Willd.)
	Chestnut oak (Quercus montana Willd.)
	Name change due to change in genus placement
	Tanoak�Notholithocarpus densiflorus (Lithocarpus densiflorus)
	Name change due to changes in taxonomy
	Leyland cypress (×Hesperotropsis leylandii (A.B.Jacks. & Dallim.) Garland & Gerry Moore) ��Monterey cypress (Hesperocyparis macrocarpa) × Nootka cypress (Callitropsis nootkatensis) �
	×Hesperotropsis leylandii (A.B.Jacks. & Dallim.) Garland & Gerry Moore
	New names for new taxa
	Brazoria palmetto (Sabal ×brazoriensis D.H. Goldman, Lockett, & Read) �Sabal minor × Sabal palmetto
	Nativity Assignments and Distributions
	PLANTS Definition of “Native”
	PLANTS Floristic Areas
	Common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) 
	Common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) 
	Common reed (Phragmites australis)
	European common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. australis)
	American common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. americanus)
	Subtropical common reed (Phragmites australis ssp. berlandieri) 
	Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)
	Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis)
	Pokeweed (Phytolacca americana)
	Pokeweed (Phytolacca americana)
	Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)
	Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia)
	Using the PLANTS website
	Slide Number 50
	Slide Number 51
	Slide Number 52
	Slide Number 53
	Slide Number 54
	Slide Number 55
	Slide Number 56
	Slide Number 57
	Slide Number 58
	Slide Number 59
	Slide Number 60
	Slide Number 61
	Slide Number 62
	Slide Number 63
	Slide Number 64
	Slide Number 65
	Slide Number 66
	Slide Number 67
	Slide Number 68
	Slide Number 69
	Slide Number 70
	Slide Number 71
	Slide Number 72
	Updates to the PLANTS Website
	Updates to the PLANTS Website
	Next PLANTS Webinar:  28 Sep. 2016
	National Plant Data Team (plants@ftc.usda.gov)
	Photo and Image Credits

