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Invasive Plants and the Role of Humans

Alien invasive plants are attracting increasing attention in the Comox Valley, inspiring opinions that vary from appreciation to xenophopia. Since there appears to be increasing interest in control measures and a great deal of effort is expended in pulling, cutting and bashing these unwanted plants, it is time to also seriously consider preventative approaches.

Invasive plants can seriously impact watersheds by colonizing streambanks and wetlands, sometimes displacing native vegetation. Results can be loss of streambank stability and changes in water tables.

In dealing with invasive weeds, as with any other problems, we need to look at basic causes and this gives rise to some uncomfortable reflections, since the presence of most of these plants can be traced back to ourselves – Homo sapiens or man the wise.

First, if we deal with the question of how these aliens got here, in most cases, we brought them from Europe or Asia because we thought that they were somehow superior to native plants or that they filled a niche for which there was no obvious alternative. You might say that this was all in the past, but introductions are still going on and in spite of increased awareness of invasives, potential problems are constantly arising.

A second question is why some of these plants have adapted and thrived. The most common explanations are that they have escaped their natural enemies back home, their tendency to produce large quantities of seed, ability to propagate easily from root or stem cuttings, or their adaptability to a wide range of climates and soil types; but a very important feature of many invasive plants is their ability to rapidly colonize niches that are not fully occupied. Many of these vacant niches are created as people clear away native vegetation for housing, forest products, agriculture, and a “better view”.  For instance, roadside ditches cleared of grasses to speed up water runoff are favored niches for weeds such as Scotch broom and purple loosestrife. Nature abhors a vacuum.    

It is often stated that alien plants invade pristine habitats, displacing native vegetation. In many cases, however, these invaders colonize disturbed, partially de-vegetated sites – roadsides, ditches, bike trails, building sites, plowed fields, forest clear-cuts, floodplains – any place where there is a favorable seedbed with exposed mineral soil. After establishment on these disturbed sites, there may be further spread into adjacent woodlands, city parks or other “undisturbed” areas. Most invasives are poor competitors, preferring to colonize unoccupied spaces. Our most famous invader, Scotch broom, is seldom found in established forests but it is common in areas where logging, human settlement, road building, mining, or agriculture has occurred.

The word “invader” implies that these plants “move” across the landscape. Some do, in the form of windblown or water-borne seed, but even in those cases they are being carried rather than actively moving. Birds and mammals eat blackberries and cherries and deposit their seeds far and wide. Scotch broom and gorse can shoot their seeds a few metres when their ripened pods split open but long-distance movement of broom and gorse probably depends largely on people and the machines that they operate. Seeds carried in topsoil and gravel can be borne long distances through deliberate transport or accidentally on the wheels of trucks and machinery.  Is it any coincidence that broom and gorse usually appear along new highways, forest roads and suburban developments?   New infestations of the giant hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) are found in areas where people have dumped their garden refuse and along highways where fast moving cars and trucks have wafted the seeds.  

Some of the invaders in our midst owe their establishment in North America to Johnny Appleseeds. Fortunately, they are a dying breed, these otherwise rational people who see no harm in scattering seeds over a receptive landscape. They have been replaced by men in bulldozers, who unwittingly transport and prepare seedbeds for all kinds of plants that need newly exposed mineral soil to get a good start in life.

We seldom recognize invasive plants until they either dominate a significant portion of the landscape or cause problems in sensitive ecosystems, often not realizing that they have been around for decades, gradually increasing in places seldom visited by the general public. Scotch broom has been on Vancouver Island for 150 years but its recognition as a nuisance goes back only a few decades. The giant hogweed and Japanese knotweed have been on Vancouver Island for several decades and have only recently been recognized as problems in sensitive habitats. 

In the meantime, new invasive weed situations are appearing. English ivy (Hedera helix), spurge laurel (Daphne laureola), laurel cherry (Prunus laurocerasus), European holly (Ilex aquifolium), old man’s beard (Clematis vitalba), perennial sweetpea (Lathyrus latifolius) and butterfly bush (Buddleja davidii) are turning up along roadsides and in suburban woodlands and parks in Vancover Island. Some of our more popular ornamentals may eventually cause problems, judging by situations in other countries with similar climates. For instance, Rhododendron ponticum, widely used as a rootstock for Rhodo varieties, has colonized woodlands and streams in the British Isles. 

While exotic invasives are not likely to go away and total eradication is in most cases an unrealistic expectation, control is feasible at the local level through repeated wielding of shovels and machetes. Also, most of these nuisances will decline in importance as a result of diseases, insect pests and a general decrease in suitable niches. Already, Scotch broom is affected by several insect pests and diseases, including a stem canker caused by the fungus Diaporthe inaequalis and the broom gall mite (Aceria genistae).  Blackberry rust, a disease caused by the fungus Phragmidium violacem, has had a measurable effect on introduced blackberries in Australia and New Zealand since the disease mysteriously appeared in those countries in the 1980’s and now it has been found in Oregon and Washington. Wind-borne spores of the rust fungus will soon arrive in B.C., if they haven’t already, and subsequent infection may help reduce the invasiveness of Himalayan blackberries.

We introduce and then unintentionally nurture and disseminate these bothersome plants. Their presence is a symptom of a much wider environmental malaise. It follows that we can take steps to reduce their abundance and impact by doing things differently. We can cut back on the planting of exotics. Apart from food crops, we don’t need them. There are plenty of native shrubs such as Oregon grape (Mahonia aquifolium), snowberry (Symphoricarpos albus) and flowering currant (Ribes sanguineum), that are impressive ornamentals. We can also learn to recognize potential invaders and deal with them before they have become overwhelming in their presence. We can be less destructive in removing native vegetation in forestry and urban development and provide fewer seedbeds by minimizing soil surface disturbance. We can stop spreading them around by controlling their growth around gravel pits and restricting recreational vehicle use in sensitive habitats. Many ornamentals should be deadheaded after flowering in order to prevent seed from maturing and spreading. All of these things may add to cost of doing business but the cost is small compared to that of removing these plants after they have become established.

Historic plant introductions that have backfired:

1850 – Captain Grant plants seeds of Scotch broom at his farm near Sooke. This was considered the first introduction but probably not the last.  The result is that we have an awful lot of broom.

1876 – Japanese chestnut was introduced to the United States and continued to be imported over the next few decades. These were the most likely sources of the chestnut blight fungus that decimated the American chestnut and drastically changed eastern forests.

1890 – ornamental copper beech from Europe was planted in a city garden in Halifax NS. Over the next century, the beech bark disease (caused by a scale insect combined with a fungus) spread over much of the natural range of native beech in eastern U.S. and Canada and rendered beech unmerchantable.

1933 – the Little Cherry disease was first noticed in the Kootenay region of BC and by the 1950’s had decimated the sweet cherry industry in the Kootenays. The disease is caused by a virus carried by imported ornamental cherry trees.  
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