
This fact sheet primarily discusses non-

native ground covers and rock garden

plants for mountain areas above 7,500

feet as well as highlighting some native

plants not covered in fact sheet 7.242,

Native Herbaceous Perennials for

Colorado Landscapes. Flowers for

Mountain Communities are covered in

fact sheet 7.406.

For more information on gardening in

the mountains, refer to fact sheet 7.244,

Colorado Mountain Gardening Basics.

Selection

The ground covers and rock garden

plants in this fact sheet have been

selected because they thrive in moun-

tain gardens and are relatively easy to

find. There are many more hard-to-find

species that can be tried, but we limited

this fact sheet to the ones that are more

readily available. Plants listed with an

asterisk (*) perform best under 8,000

feet and would need a protected

microclimate (south facing, protected

from winter winds, with a reliable winter

snow cover) to flourish at elevations

higher than 8,000 feet. When selecting

plants from this list, match the cultural

needs of the plants to the garden site in

which you intend to plant. Cultural

factors to consider include soil texture

and organic matter content, moisture

and drainage, light exposure, and

microclimate. Warm microclimates are

usually found on the protected south 

Size of area to be covered. Clumping

species that do not cover large areas

are generally listed for ‘rock gardens

(Table 2).’ To cover larger areas, look

for plants in table 1. Plants listed as

‘aggressive’ can spread widely in the

landscape, especially under cond-

itions of higher soil fertility and

moisture.

Steepness of slope. For steep

grades, use species that produce

dense, fibrous roots to help prevent

soil erosion.

Pedestrian traffic. Few ground

covers, other than grasses, tolerate

repeated foot traffic. Use stepping

stones if needed.

sides of buildings, against stone walls, or

on south-facing slopes. Plants listed as

easy to grow are the best choices for

gardeners with little gardening exper-

ience. Where information was available,

we included whether the plant is resis-

tant to deer and rabbits. Please be aware

that no plant is entirely resistant; a very

hungry animal will eat almost anything,

and there may be geographical dif-

ferences in what animals will eat.

When purchasing plants from a nursery,

garden center, or greenhouse, find out

where the stock was grown. Stock

originating from warmer climates may be

less hardy. Where possible, select

nursery stock originating from northern

areas, especially for marginally hardy

plants. Look for healthy plants with a

strong but not root-bound root system.

Before selecting a plant for ground

cover, consider the following items:

Consider the length of the
growing season, soil
characteristics, and
exposure before selecting
ground covers and rock
garden plants for
mountain gardens.
Amend your soil for best
results.
Choose plants that are
hardy to USDA zones 2 to
4. The lower the zone, the
hardier the plant.
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Establishment

In mountain areas, the best time to plant flowers is

either immediately after the last frost (particularly for

borderline hardy plants) or during the rainy season.

Avoid the temptation to buy plants too early – most

nursery stock is grown below 6,000 feet, and the

new growth may not be hardened enough to

withstand the conditions at higher elevations. You

may have to maintain plants for several weeks if you

buy too early, which can cause the plant to decline.

Before planting, acclimate plants by gradually

exposing them to longer times outdoors in mountain

conditions over a period of several days or weeks.

This process is known as hardening off. If plants are

grown outside and are from local nurseries, this is

not necessary.

For optimum growth, most mountain soils benefit by

amending with organic material such as compost,

sphagnum peat, aged manure, or a combination. If

the original soil is decomposed granite, extensive

amending will be necessary to achieve an organic 

soil, or even a moderately organic soil as is required

by some plants. If the original soil is clay, amending

with organic matter or creating and planting on a berm

can help to create the well-drained soils required by

many garden plants (although in poorly drained soils it

is best to add some organic matter each year, rather

than all at once, in order to avoid salt buildup). For

more information on amending soils, see fact sheet

7.325, Choosing a Soil Amendment or 7.244, Colorado

Mountain Gardening Basics.

Snow cover is an excellent mulch. It allows root growth

to occur during some periods of the winter. Encourage

snow to drift over the root zone of young plants by

placing temporary snow fences a few feet upwind of

the plant.

Most ground covers require at least two years to

establish themselves and become sufficiently dense to

control weeds. At higher altitudes, most ground cover

plants take three or more years to provide serviceable

cover. None can be completely neglected even after

the planting is well established.

Plants listed below in Table 1 with an asterisk (*) are best suited for areas below 8,000 feet, or in a protected

microclimate. Plants listed as “easy to grow” are most suitable for new gardeners.

Bloom time: E = early season; M = mid season; L = late season.

Exposure: FS = full sun PS = part sun SH = full shade.

Moisture: L = low water needs M = moderate water needs H = high water needs (including saturated soils).
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