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Why Natives, Why Now? 

According to a Texas A&M Institute for Renewable 

Natural Resources Land Trends study, the state of 

Texas has seen roughly a 48% increase in population 

over the last 20 years (1997-2017).  This population 

increase has resulted in a loss of over 2.2 million 

acres of working lands, of which about half of those 

acres were lost in the most recent years (2012-2017).  

The largest loss of these lands is attributed to 

changes in land use, increased construction and 

development, urban sprawl, and the expansion of 

infrastructure to accommodate the rapid population 

growth. 

Even though these are signs of success and progress 

from an economic sense, the loss of natural habitat and the decline in native plant and wildlife 

populations have become unintended consequences.  Given these impacts, it is not only important to 

conserve what native lands remain, but it is imperative that we work to restore native habitat when 

opportunities arise. The opportunity and ability to restore native plant habitat following construction 

and disturbance is critical in mitigating the associated loss of native plants and habitat affected by 

development.  

These native plants and habitats are an essential component to the system that provides the invaluable 

ecosystem goods and services that are needed to support the growing population. Some of the more 

notable benefits associated with native plant habitat include: 

 Decreases in rain water run-off through increased water infiltration 

 Clean water through erosion control and soil stability 

 Clean air through carbon sequestration and storage in soil 

 Habitat for the Monarch butterfly and other pollinator species (90% decline in populations led to 

Monarchs becoming a candidate for listing under the Endangered Species Act in December 

2020) 

 Food, cover, and water for wildlife 

 Increased biodiversity 

 Decreased maintenance and use of chemical fertilizers 

 

Why Texas Native Seeds? 

The Texas Native Seeds Program (TNS) is a non-profit research and development program, operated by 

the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research Institute at Texas A&M University- Kingsville, working to develop 

the regionally adapted native plant seed sources needed for large-scale native plant revegetation and 

restoration projects across the state. Through partnerships with private landowners, state and federal 

agencies, the private energy sector, and the commercial seed industry, TNS has been responsible for the 
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development of native seed sources that now provide enough 

seed to restore up to 60,000 acres annually in regions of the 

state where the program has operated the longest.   

One of the best examples of the impact to native habitat 

restoration that is possible when high quality adapted native 

seed sources are available in sufficient quantities is the 

success that the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT) 

has had in changing their permanent rural seeding 

specifications for two-thirds of the state (remaining one-third 

are the East Texas and Coastal Prairies regions of Texas). In 

2014, TxDOT changed their seed mix specifications to include 

only regionally adapted native seed sources which eliminated 

the need to use the non-native grasses that were previously 

the only planting option for erosion control following road 

construction. It is not just the fact TxDOT is now seeding 30,000 acres of native grasses and flowers a 

year that is important, but as one of the largest land managers in the state, TxDOT specifications are 

widely referenced by many public and private entities—the impacts of these specifications have 

stretched beyond the roadsides.  

Another great example of large scale, statewide impact is the ability to seed thousands of acres of 

pipeline rights-of-ways crossing the state.  In 2019, 8,000 acres of Enterprise’s Shin Oak Pipeline was 

seeded with regionally adapted native seed sources.  At least two additional pipelines of this scale 

crossing Texas have similarly followed this model. Seeding energy rights-of-ways with native plants 

enables these hundreds of miles of corridors to connect remaining habitats, and positively impact 

wildlife conservation across the state. 

 

Leading with Solar Energy 

The expansion of solar energy production in Texas is providing a unique opportunity for the additional 

large-scale, impactful native plant restoration of former agricultural production lands.  Unlike traditional 

agricultural production, solar energy farms have the ability to utilize native plants as ground cover to 

provide the much needed habitat benefits while still producing the energy required to power the state.  

Utilizing these solar sites as “multiple-benefit” complexes is one of the creative strategies needed to 

help restore the loss to habitat and support the rapidly growing population- all while capitalizing on the 

lower maintenance costs and benefits associated with native plants.  

However, for the East Texas and Coastal Prairies regions of the state, current demand for appropriate 

seed sources of suitable native plant species to support this restoration far exceeds the current supply.  

Not only are seed supplies a limiting factor, but the knowledge to perform such restoration and the 

required maintenance that follows is also scarce. Given the limited seed supply and available research, 

the Texas Native Seeds Program aims to provide valuable assistance and research opportunities for the 

developing solar complexes in the East Texas and Coastal Prairies regions.  By partnering with TNS, 

associated energy partners would be helping lead the way in providing a direct impact on seed source 

development, knowledge, and research to guide native plant restoration in these regions. 
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Potential Areas of Focus 

Native Seed Source Development 

 The collection, evaluation, and selection of suitable native plant species that fit the planting 

constraints of solar energy complexes 

 Seed source development of the ideal native plant species for use on solar projects across Texas 

Benefits 

 The availability of appropriate seed sources for the revegetation of solar project sites 

 Opportunity to lead efforts in enabling large-scale native plant restoration in Texas 

 Ability to construct turn-key operations with limited vegetation management while capitalizing 

on the added benefits associated with native plant habitat 

 

Post Planting Management 

 Provide management/maintenance guidance for the duration of the 3-year warranty period 

 Assist with the development of the “Operations & Maintenance Manual” 

 Sampling/monitoring of plant density to determine establishment success at the end of 

warranty period 

Benefits 

 Reduce site maintenance and management 

 Site specific maintenance plan for “Operations & Maintenance Manual” 

 Third-party determination of stand success at the end of warranty period 

 

Plant Height in Relation to Operation and Maintenance 

 Establish small test plots within the complex to study species selection and height requirements, 

and help guide associated maintenance 

 Planting different mixes containing various species/heights in 3 different areas on the array 

o Under panels 

o Alleys 

o Along fence lines/roads 

Benefits 

 Increased species diversity by capitalizing on project site layout 

 Increased soil coverage throughout project site 

 A scientific approach to species selection 

 Reduced site maintenance and management 
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Energy Production 

 Measure effects of plant height on energy production 

 Small test plots within the complex to study impacts of native mid-tallgrass species 

o Cost benefit analysis of vegetation management versus initial costs of raising solar 

panels to allow for taller species with less regular maintenance. 

o Actual economic impacts of vegetation management to limit shade on panels 

Benefits 

 Long-term monitoring provides opportunity for updates and adjustments to maintenance 

specifications 

 Cost benefit analysis on complex design and maintenance program 

 Provide opportunity to increase efficiency and limit vegetation maintenance costs 

 

Pollinator and Bird Habitat Seed Mixes 

 Design native grass and forb mixes benefitting pollinator and bird species 

 Determine appropriate locations within a solar complex for targeted species 

 Creation of the native pollinator habitat that is in high demand 

Benefits 

 Increase number of acres of desirable pollinator/bird habitat 

 Proactive steps to increase stopover habitat for Monarch butterfly populations 

 Creation of habitat for grassland birds species 

 Associated benefits of creating native habitat within solar array 

 Restore native habitat and associated ecosystem goods and services 

 

Opportunity for Graduate Student Research 

For each potential area of focus above, there is an opportunity to support graduate level 

research which would provide an elevated degree of scientific research, in-depth 

documentation, and long term monitoring of the restoration.  

 

 

 

 

 


