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An invasive plant species is foreign to the ecosystem in question and may bring about negative
consequences as a result of their introduction into the environment. They are aggressive in that they
take over the landscape, smothering the native vegetation as they continue to spread. They present
a serious quandary because of how they impact native plants, which deliver a range of
environmental and social benefits, like providing habitat for wildlife.

How Do Invasive Plant Species Enter the Environment?
Aggressive invasive plant species are often transported unintentionally by people. Seeds, fruit, or
root pieces may be present on clothing, vehicles, or animals and then fall off and establish in a
different area. They can also hitchhike on packing materials. (“Invasive Species”) However, more
often than not, they are purposefully introduced into a foreign environment, the most abundant
case of which being the installment of ornamental trees in landscaping or aquatic species for ponds.
They then spread from their original location and establish themselves in the larger environment.
Even plants introduced with good intentions can spiral out of control. Kudzu, a vine that was
originally introduced for soil enhancement and erosion control on steep slopes along highways has
become such a nuisance in the southeastern United States that it is now referred to as “the vine that
ate the south”.

What Harm Can Invasive Plants Cause?
The environment can be greatly impacted by the introduction of non-native plants. One of the
reasons that they can thrive in their new environment is that they are usually hearty species that can
survive in disturbed sites with depleted soil where native species are disadvantaged. Invasive plants
rapidly grow wide-spreading root systems which choke out the native competition. This can
drastically alter the land they cultivate, as their quick spread saps out the nutrients in the ground as
they stretch over the surrounding areas, leaving the soil drained of the nutrients necessary to
support native plants and leaving it vulnerable to a greater amount of erosion. Some invasive species
even release noxious chemicals that affect the growth of plants in the surrounding area. (DiTomaso)
The ultimate effect of this is a reduced diversity of plant life, even sometimes to a monoculture of
the invasive species.
Another negative is that native plants create the foundation of habitat that supports wildlife, as
many insects and animals have specific species they prefer to feed on. This is the case for pollinators,
such as the Monarch Butterfly, whose caterpillars are only laid upon and feed on milkweed, which
are native plants. Many native bird species, like the northern bobwhite quail, have plummeted in
number where native grasses have been taken over by fescue. Fescue, a great forage for livestock,
grows so dense that the quail can not physically navigate through the grass. Invasive species may
stem the growth of these populations, affecting the greater ecosystem in the process. In fact,
invasive plants have been a large contributor to the decline of endangered and threatened species of
both plants and animals for this reason.

Why Are Native Plants Important for a Healthy Ecosystem?
In contrast, native plants often support the wildlife in their areas, providing them sustenance. Their
slow spread helps keep the soil rich in valuable nutrients and maintains the quality and quantity of
bodies of water. (DiTomaso) While invasive species grow quickly, and therefore use up a lot of
water, native species have less of an impact on water quality and supply as they use far less
resources due to their slower growth rates.

What Can Be Done About Invasive Plants?
Integrated Vegetation Management plays a critical role in managing invasive plants by identifying a
desired outcome, monitoring site conditions and prescribing treatments to help achieve the
outcome. Early detection and management is important as eradication of established invasive
plants can require more work and expense.

Preventing the introduction of aggressive, invasive plants is an even better solution. You can help
prevent the travel of plants to a new area by making sure your clothing is free of any plant
reproductive parts that can aid in stemming their spread in the first place. Finding alternatives to
exotic ornamentals and replacing invasive species for native ones can also help, and there have been
pushes to reduce the sales of aggressive invasive plants in nurseries to curtail this issue.
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