
Redbud Chapter — California Native Plant Society (CNPS) 
How to Use the CNPS Calscape Database to  

Discover Local Natives & How to Grow Them 

What is Calscape? 

Calscape is a CNPS database that gives you access to 150 years of knowledge about California native plants 
local to your area. Calscape provides information to help Californians restore nature and save water, one 
garden at a time. It shows which plants are truly native to any specific location in the state. You can use 
Calscape to research and decide which of the plants that are native to your location you want to grow, and 
how to grow them. 

California is extremely environmentally diverse; we have more native plants than any other state, many found 
only here. Our native plants evolved to grow in areas with widely varying temperatures, rainfall levels, and 
summer drought periods.  

True native plants are the foundation for nature restoration. When you grow native plants in the areas where 
they evolved and naturally belong, with the right soil, sun, and water conditions, they are easier to grow, 
healthier, and require little or no extra water. They attract wildlife — such as birds, pollinators and mammals 
— that evolved with those plants, and over time establish a natural ecosystem, without pesticides or artificial 
fertilizers. With the right plants, it’s possible to create small patches of nature even in developed areas. 

Before deciding which native plants to grow and exactly where to plant them, please review the Calscape plant 
descriptions to make sure you place them in spots with the conditions they require. (This section is adapted from 
the CNPS “About Calscape” page, http://calscape.org/about.php) 

How to Use Calscape 
Calscape is quick and easy to use; it takes just a few steps to find the information you need. 

Below: Screen displayed if you search for plants native to Nevada City, including the total number of native 
plants (630); map with information on elevation, precipitation, & temperatures; and 15 categories of plants. 

Calscape’s estimates for 
which plants naturally grow 
in any California location are 
based on almost 2 million 
documented field occurrences 
of native California plant 
species collected in the past 
150 years.  
 
A location is included in a 
plant's geographic range if a 
natural specimen of that 
plant has been found in/near 
that location, and the 
location is within the ranges 
of elevation, annual and 
summer precipitation, 
coldest/hottest month 
average temperatures, and 
humidity in which that plant 
grows.  



 

Step 1.  Identify plants native to your location. 
a. Navigate to http://calscape.org/ 
b. Enter any California county/city/town, zip code, or address to see plants native to that location. 

• An array of plant images appears. (See preceding Nevada City example.) 
c. Each image represents a group of plants, with a descriptive label and the number of plants in the group.  

• For the selected area, the bioregion, elevation, and annual precipitation is given. 
 
Step 2.  Pick a category of plants. 
a. Select a plant category. Plants are divided into categories by:  

• plant type (trees, shrubs, annuals, grasses, succulents, vines, groundcovers),  
• light condition (sun, shade, part-shade), and  
• other conditions (drought-tolerant, riparian, very easy).  

 
b. A photo of each plant in that category appears. The categories overlap – to find a groundcover that likes a 

sunny location and low water, you can look in the groundcover category, but also check the categories of 
low water and sun exposure; read the description and landscaping information for each plant to see if the 
ones you like will be successful in the spot you’ve picked.  

 
c. Then you can arrange the plants in a way that makes it easy for you to locate what you are looking for. 

• You can filter to show all plants or only plants found in nurseries. You can sort by popularity, or by 
botanical or common name. 

• In Grid view, you see more plants at once; in List view, you see a partial description of each plant. 

In this example, 
the category of 
Groundcovers for 
Nevada City has 
been chosen.  

In the image are 
displayed the first 
20 of 43 
groundcovers 
native to Nevada 
City.  

This is the Grid 
view, which gives 
a photo and the 
common and 
Latin name of 
each of the 
plants in this 
category.  

List View gives a 
photo and a brief 
description of 
each plant. 

 



The picture can't be displayed.

 
Step 3.  Find out about a specific plant that interests you. 
a. Click any specific plant to see its page.  
b. A rich source of information about that specific plant appears (see example following), including:  

• nicely written description of its notable features, where it grows, and variations across its range 
• multiple photos. Any photo can be displayed in a larger view by clicking it. 
• map of estimated natural range 
• plant description  
• natural setting (with links to companion plants) 
• landscaping information  
• list of nurseries that typically carry it 

Following and continuing on the next page is the entry for Foothill Penstemon (Penstemon heterophyllus), a 
groundcover native to Nevada County, illustrating the range and types of information that may be found about any 
specific plant. Not all plants have such an extensive profile, but as much information as possible is provided for 
each plant.  

The zoomable map is marked in yellow to show the plant’s estimated native range; blue dots are verified locations 
where the plant has been found growing in the wild. 

 



 
 

Step 4.  Build and save your plant lists on Calscape.  
(Not necessary but useful for saving search results for future reference) 
a. To build a personal plant list, first make sure you’re signed into your Calscape account. If not, click “Sign In” 

(bottom right) and enter your password.  
b. If you don’t have a free Calscape account, create one by clicking “Sign Up” (bottom right) and choosing a 

user name and password.  
c. Once you’re signed in, go to a photo of a plant you like. Then mouse over “Add to plant list,” and you’ll see 

“Add to list” or “Add to new list.” To create a new plant list, give it a name and location. To use a list you 
previously created, just click the list to which you want to add this plant. 

d. The plant name will go onto Plant List — it shows up in text, but don’t worry. The corresponding image and 
link automatically are entered into “Plant List — Photos.” Click “Save” to save the new entry and that list. 

e. To return to your most recent results, pull down the entries under your browser’s Back button and select 
the phrase that describes that list.  

f. Click “My Plant Lists” in bottom right to see your plant list(s). Select the desired list, then any specific plant. 
You can review, edit, or add to your list(s) at any time. You can also export your list to Excel. 
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