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Ecosystems, Ecoregions, Ecotypes
Restoring impaired ecosystems requires a supply of diverse native 
plant seeds that are well suited to the climates, soils, and other living 
species of the system. —“An Assessment of Native Seed Needs and 

the Capacity for Their Supply (final report),” National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2023

The map above shows the ecoregion containing New England. 

According to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), ecoregions 

“are areas where ecosystems (and the type, quality, and quantity of 

environmental resources) are generally similar” And ecosystems? 

They are “communities of living things, including plants, animals, and 

microorganisms, that interact with each other and the physical world,” 

also as defined by the EPA.

An ecotype—a term coined by a Swedish evolutionary biologist in 

1922—is a genetically distinct population of a species occupying a 

specific habitat, which is defined broadly by its ecoregion. Through 

the process of evolution, ecotypic species have adapted to the 

same environmental conditions over millennia, developing distinctive 

physical modifications that may or may not be evident to the naked 

eye. Plants grown from local ecotypic seed are genetically adapted to 

their specific environmental conditions, are more resilient in the face of 

climate change, and are better able to support the many species that 

have coevolved in their landscape.

—J. R. B.

Lorimer explains that the Restoration 
Accelerator™ program is the culmination 
of events that began in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Sandy, which ravaged the Atlantic 
coast in 2012. To help federal land managers 
restore coastal habitats, Native Plant Trust 
took part in a federal project to collect seed 
from common native species along the 
northeast coast and make it available to the 
agencies. Native Plant Trust’s Conservation 
staff contributed 850 seed collections of 
common native species, which helped to 
restore habitats at nearly a dozen sites.

 “After that, the goal was to create a long-
term resource for this type of seed use,” 
says Lorimer. “Increasing storm frequency 
and intensity will likely continue to spur 
the increase in seed demand, coupled with 
rising demand from the restoration and 
horticulture industry for native plants. In the 
long term, we want to establish more seed 
producers throughout the region and have 
a means of forecasting the demand for seed 
and how we can support it.”

Marilyn Barlow, the founder and owner 
of Select Seeds, a small retail nursery, is 
attending the workshop to see what it would 
take to grow her own seed. “Most of the 
native seeds I use now come from wholesale 
nurseries in the Midwest,” Barlow says. “I’d 
like to become at least a regional source for 
small quantities.” 

The success of the program, Lorimer says, 
rests on encouraging more growers like 
Barlow to enter the seed-growing, or seed-
increase, market—not just farmers, who are 
among the first groups to express interest, 
but also commercial nurseries, individuals, 
land trusts, and municipalities with 
conservation land. “Commercial growers 
are recognizing the value of locally sourced, 
seed-grown plants, but time, labor, and 
consistency are scarce,” says Lorimer.
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