Invasive Species Descriptions


Amur Honeysuckle  (Lonicera maackii).  Amur honeysuckle is a shrub that has been widely planted as food and habitat for wildlife. A native of Korea, China and Japan, it is known for its oppositely arranged, simple leaves and numerous white, trumpet-shaped flowers, which develop in May. The berries, which ripen in the summer, are eaten and dispersed by birds. This plant's leaves develop before native plants start to grow each year. It also holds it leaves long after native trees and shrubs have lost theirs. This plant is very invasive in woodlands, and may dominate the shrub layer of forests to the exclusion of native shrubs. The tremendous amounts of shade produced prevent the growth of native wildflowers, shrubs and trees.
Autumn Olive (Elaeagnus umbellata).  Autumn olive is a deciduous shrub or small tree that may grow to a height of 20 feet.  The dark green leaves are alternate, oval to lanceolate, and untoothed, and the underside is covered with silver-white scales.  The small, light yellow flowers are borne along twigs after the leaves have appeared early in the growing season.  The small, round, fruits are reddish to pink, dotted with scales, and produced in great quantity.  Autumn olive has nitrogen-fixing root nodules that allow it to thrive in poor soils.  Typical habitats are disturbed areas, roadsides, pastures, and fields in a wide range of soils.  Autumn olive is drought tolerant and may invade grasslands and sparse woodlands.  It does not do well on wet sites or in densely forested areas.

Autumn olive was introduced to the United States from East Asia in the 1830's.  It is found from Maine south to Virginia, and west to Wisconsin. Autumn olive was planted in the eastern and central United States for re-vegetation of disturbed areas.  Autumn olive is a troublesome invasive species due to its prolific fruiting, seed dispersal by birds, rapid growth, and ability to thrive in poor soils.  Autumn olive resprouts vigorously after cutting or burning.  It creates heavy shade, which suppresses plants that require direct sunlight.
Chinese Privet (Ligustrum sinense).  Chinese privet is a shrub that can grow to twelve feet in height.  Leaves are oval or elliptical, two inches long, and opposite.  Chinese privet is distinguished from other privets by the presence of fine hairs on the twigs and underside of leaves.  Chinese privet prefers wet damp habitat, and is usually found in low woods, bottomlands, streamsides, and disturbed areas.  Native to China, Chinese privet is found in Georgia, Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Kentucky.  Chinese privet can dominate the shrub layer of an invaded habitat, thus altering species composition and natural community structure by choking out native plant species.  It can shade out all herbaceous plants.

Chinese Tallow Tree (Sapium sebiferum).  The Chinese tallow tree is a small to medium-sized tree that grows to about 20 feet tall.  Its leaves are simple, alternate, deciduous and as broad or broader than long.  Leaf blades are pinnately-veined and broadly ovate, with broadly rounded bases.  Petioles are slender, mostly about 1 to 2 inches long.  The inflorescences are relatively long branches (2 to 8 inches) bearing small, stalked white flowers.  The fruit is three-lobed with one seed in each lobe.  Seeds are covered with vegetable tallow, a white waxy coating.  New growth on Chinese tallow trees begins as early as February and flowering lasts from March through May.  Fruit ripens from August to November. 

The Chinese tallow tree can thrive in well-drained uplands as well as in bottomlands, shores of waterbodies, and on floating islands.  It grows and spreads rapidly, is difficult to kill, and tends to take over large areas by out-competing native plants.  The plant was purposely introduced into the southeastern U.S. as early as the 1700s from China where it is cultivated as a seed-oil crop.  In the U.S., it is primarily associated with ornamental landscapes.  Chinese tallow has become naturalized in the southern coastal plain from South Carolina south to Florida and west to Texas.

Cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica).  Cogongrass is a perennial grass that grows from 2 to over 4 feet in height.  The leaves are approximately one inch wide, have a prominent white midrib, and end in a sharp point.  Leaf margins are finely toothed and are embedded with silica crystals.  The upper surface of the leaf blade is hairy near the base; the undersurface is usually hairless.  The flowers are arranged in a silvery, cylindrical, branching structure about 3-11 inches long and 1½ inches wide.  Cogongrass is a hardy species, tolerant of shade, high salinity, and drought.  It can be found in virtually any ecosystem, especially those experiencing disturbance.  Cogongrass has been found growing on sand dunes in the southeast, along roadsides, forests, open fields, and up to the edge of standing water.  

Cogongrass was introduced to the United States both accidentally and intentionally.  Cogongrass was first introduced from southeast Asia to the U.S. at Mobile, Alabama, via shipping crates that contained cogongrass as a packing material.  It was also brought in and distributed by the U.S.D.A. for use as a forage grass and for soil erosion control.  Cogongrass is also sold by the nursery trade as an ornamental grass, valued for its attractive foliage and hardiness.  Cogongrass is distributed throughout the south and southeastern United States as far west as eastern Texas.  There have been reports of Cogongrass surviving as far north as Virginia, West Virginia and Maryland.  Cogongrass can invade and overtake disturbed ecosystems, forming a dense mat of thatch and leaves that make it nearly impossible for other plants to coexist.  Large infestations of cogongrass can alter the normal fire regime of a fire-driven ecosystem by causing more frequent and intense fires that injure or destroy native plants.  Cogongrass displaces a large variety of native plant species used by native animals (e.g., insects, mammals, and birds) as forage, host plants, and shelter.  Some ground-nesting species have also been known to be displaced due to the dense cover that cogongrass creates. 
Common Reed (Phragmites australis).  Common reed is a tall perennial wetland grass ranging in height from three to thirteen feet.  Tough vertical stalks support broad sheath-type leaves that are one-half to two inches wide near the base, tapering to a point at the ends.  The foliage is gray-green during the growing season, with purple-brown plumes appearing by late June.  The plant turns tan in the fall and most leaves drop off, leaving only the plume-topped shoot.  Big cordgrass (Spartina cynosuroides), a non-invasive species, is sometimes confused with common reed.  It can be distinguished from common reed by its sparse flowering structure and long narrow leaves.

Common reed thrives in sunny wetland habitats.  It grows along drier borders and elevated areas of brackish and freshwater marshes and along riverbanks and lakeshores.  The species is particularly prevalent in disturbed or polluted soils found along roadsides, ditches and dredged areas.  It is found throughout the temperate regions of North America.  Common reed can be a destructive weed, quickly displacing desirable plants species such as wild rice, cattails, and native wetland orchids.  Invasive stands of common reed eliminate diverse wetland plant communities, and provide little food or shelter for wildlife.  Minimizing land disturbances and water pollution helps deter this invasive species.  Land management practices that guard against erosion, sedimentation, fluctuating water levels and nutrient loading in wetlands are the best long-term protection.

Japanese Honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica).  Japanese honeysuckle is a trailing or twining woody vine that can grow to more than 30 feet in length.  Young stems are often hairy; older stems are hollow with brownish bark that may peel off in shreds.  The simple, opposite leaves are oval to oblong in shape and range from 1.5 to 3 inches in length.  The fragrant flowers range from 1 to 2 inches in length and are white with a slight purple or pink tinge when young, changing to white or yellow with age.  Japanese honeysuckle occurs primarily in disturbed habitats such as roadsides, trails, fence rows, abandoned fields and forest edges.  It often invades native plant communities after natural or human induced disturbance such as logging, road building, floods, glaze and windstorms, or pest and disease outbreaks.  

Native to eastern Asia, Japanese honeysuckle is now widely naturalized in the eastern and central United States.  In forests, Japanese honeysuckle vines spread both vertically and horizontally by climbing up tree trunks and/or by trailing or clambering over the forest floor and associated vegetation.  Dense, strangling growths of Japanese honeysuckle can impact desirable vegetation by decreasing light availability within the habitat, depleting soil moisture and nutrients, or by toppling upright stems through the sheer weight of accumulated vines.  Negative effects of Japanese honeysuckle invasion include development of malformed trunks in trees, suppression of plant growth, inhibition of regeneration in woody and herbaceous plants, and alteration of habitats used by native wildlife. 

Japanese & Chinese Wisteria (Wisteria floribunda & Wisteria sinensis).  Japanese and Chinese wisteria are exotic, woody, ornamental, vigorous vines that can climb trees, apparently limited only by the height of the tree, and have been observed to reach 65 feet.  Unlike American wisteria (Wisteria frutescens), native to the southeastern U.S., which flowers June through August, and produces a non-hairy seed pod 2-4 inches long, both exotic wisterias flower in the springtime (April-May) and produce a velvety seed pod.  The fuzzy brown seed pods are 4-6 inches long, narrowed toward the base, with constrictions between the seeds.  Stems of the exotic wisterias can grow to 15 inches in diameter in older plants.  White-barked Japanese wisteria vines twine clockwise around the host plant and Chinese wisteria twines counter-clockwise.  The compound leaves, consisting of 7-13 (Chinese) or 13-19 (Japanese) leaflets, are about 1 foot long and alternate along the stem.  Fragrant, violet to blue-violet flowers, ½ to 1 inch long, occur in showy, pendulous clusters that hang gracefully from the twining stems.  The ideal habitat for exotic wisterias is in full sun, but established vines will persist and reproduce in partial shade.  Vines often climb surrounding vegetation and structures toward sunlight.  Wisteria tolerates a variety of soil and moisture regimes but prefers loamy, deep, well-drained soils.  Infestations are commonly found along forest edges, roadsides, ditches, and rights-of-way.

Chinese wisteria was brought to the U.S. from China in 1816 and Japanese wisteria was introduced from Japan around 1830.  Both were brought in as ornamentals.  Japanese and Chinese wisteria are found extensively throughout the eastern states.  They have been grown extensively in the southern U.S. as decorative additions to porches, gazebos, walls, and gardens.  Exotic wisterias impair and overtake native shrubs and trees through strangling or shading.  Climbing wisteria vines can kill sizable trees, opening the forest canopy and increasing sunlight to the forest floor, which in turn favors its aggressive growth.  Chinese and Japanese wisterias are hardy and aggressive, capable of forming thickets so dense that little else grows.  

Johnsongrass (Sorghum halepense).  Johnsongrass is a grass that forms dense clumps and grows to eight feet tall.  Before the flowers appear, its long, smooth leaves with a white mid-vein are characteristic.  The stems may be pink to rusty red near the base.  Its inflorescence is large and loosely branched and it produces reddish-brown seeds that are approximately 1/8th of an inch long.  Johnson grass is similar in appearance to eastern grama grass (Tripsacum dactyloides), big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii), and Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans).  Johnson grass occurs in cultivated and abandoned fields, forest edges, stream banks, roadsides, vacant lots or any disturbed ground.  It was introduced to the United States from its native range around the Mediterranean Sea and it aggressively crowds out native species, most often along riverbanks.  Along forest edges it can slow the natural succession of fields to woodlands.
Kudzu (Pueraria montana).  Kudzu is a perennial, trailing or climbing vine of the legume family with dark green leaves, starchy fibrous roots, and elongated purple flowers that have a fragrance reminiscent of grapes.  Kudzu leaves are hairy beneath, often tri-lobed, and in groups of three on the vine.  Dense packing of kudzu can result in tens of thousands of plants occupying a single acre of land.  Kudzu grows in a variety of habitats and environmental conditions but does best on deep, well-drained, loamy soils.  Disturbed areas such as roadsides, old fields, vacant lots, and abandoned yards are all suitable habitat for this vine.  

A native of Japan, kudzu was brought to the southeastern United States for use as a soil stabilizer, animal food, and ornamental vine.  Due to its prolific nature and lack of natural insect or disease controls, kudzu was listed as a common weed in the south by the Soil Conservation Service in 1970.  Kudzu has spread along the Atlantic coast, north to Illinois and Massachusetts, west to Texas and Oklahoma, and south to Alabama, Georgia and Mississippi where the heaviest infestations occur.  It has also recently been found in Florida where it has begun to invade the Everglades.  

Mimosa (Albizia julibrissin).  Mimosa, also known as silk tree, or silky acacia, is a small to medium-sized tree in the pea family (Fabaceae) that can grow up to 20-40 feet tall.  The fern-like leaves of mimosa are finely divided and alternate along the stems.  Mimosa has showy and fragrant pink flowers, about 1½ inches long, that resemble pom-poms and are arranged in panicles at the ends of branches.  Fruits are flat, straw-colored pods about 6 inches long, containing light brown oval-shaped seeds about ½ inch in length.  Pods ripen in August to September and begin to disintegrate soon after, but remain on the trees into winter.

Mimosa takes advantage of disturbed areas, often spreading by seed from nearby ornamentals or from contaminated fill dirt.  This species prefers full sun and is often seen along roadsides and open vacant lots in urban/suburban areas; however, it can become a serious problem along riparian areas, where it becomes established along scoured shores and where its seeds are easily transported in water.  Because mimosa can grow in a variety of soils, produce large seed crops, and can resprout when damaged, it is a strong competitor to native trees and shrubs in open areas or forest edges.  Dense stands of mimosa severely reduce the sunlight and nutrients available for other plants.  Mimosa is naturalized from New Jersey to Louisiana and in California.  

Multiflora Rose (Rosa multiflora).  Multiflora rose is a perennial, thorny shrub of medium height.  The compound leaves alternate along the stem; each leaf has 5 to11 oval leaflets, the edges of which are toothed.  In late spring, multiflora rose blooms in tapering clusters of white flowers.  As in other rose species, the fruits are small, red hips.  Usually found in fields, pastures and along roadsides, mulitflora rose can also appear in dense forest where fallen trees have opened a gap in the forest canopy.  It is adaptable to a wide range of environments but is not found in standing water or in extremely dry habitats.
Multiflora rose is native to Asia and was brought to the United States from Japan in the 1880's by horticulturalists.  Later, wildlife managers planted it for wildlife food and cover.  It was also used for control of soil erosion and on highway medians to reduce headlight glare.  Multiflora rose is now found throughout most of the United States.  Multiflora rose forms dense thickets that can choke out native plant species.  These thickets act as living fences, impenetrable by man or large animals.  Results from studies done on multiflora rose suggest it is highly competitive for soil nutrients and has lowered crop yields on adjacent fields.
Princess Tree (Paulownia tomentosa).  Princess tree, also known as royal paulownia or empress tree, is a small to medium sized tree that may reach 30-60 feet in height.  The bark is rough, gray-brown, and interlaced with shiny, smooth areas.  Stems are olive-brown to dark brown, hairy and markedly flattened where the stems and branches meet.  Leaves are large, broadly oval to heart-shaped, or sometimes shallowly three-lobed, noticeably hairy on the lower leaf surfaces, and are arranged in pairs along the stem.  Conspicuous upright clusters of showy, pale violet, fragrant flowers open in the spring.  The fruit is a dry brown capsule with four compartments that may contain several thousand tiny winged seeds.  Capsules mature in autumn when they open to release the seeds and then remain attached all winter.  Princess tree can be found along roadsides, streambanks, and forest edges.  It tolerates infertile and acid soils and drought conditions.  

Native to western and central China, Princess tree was introduced into the U.S. as an ornamental and landscape tree around 1840.  This tree has since become naturalized in the eastern U.S., from Maine to Texas, and is also grown on the west coast.  Princess tree easily adapts to disturbed habitats, including previously burned areas, forests defoliated by pests and landslides, and can colonize rocky cliffs and scoured riparian zones where it may compete with rare plants in these marginal habitats.  Its ability to sprout prolifically from adventitious buds on stems and roots allows it to survive fire, cutting, and even bulldozing in construction areas. 

Tree of Heaven (Ailanthus altissima).  Tree-of-heaven is a small to medium-sized tree with smooth gray bark.  Leaves are compound, alternate, and odd-pinnate, with 11 to 25 lanceolate leaflets.  Most leaflets have one to three coarse teeth near their base.  Tree-of-heaven leaves may be confused with those of sumac or black walnut.  Flowers occur in panicles at the ends of branches; male flowers produce a strong odor that has been described as "the smell of burnt peanut butter."  The leaves when crushed also produce this distinctive odor. 

Tree-of-heaven is native to a region extending from China south to Australia.  It was imported into the United States in 1784 by a Philadelphian gardener.  In the western states it was brought over by Chinese immigrants who use it for medicinal purposes.  One tree-of-heaven can produce up to 350,000 seeds in a year.  Seedlings establish a taproot three months from germination.  Thus, they quickly outrace many native plant species in competition for sunlight and space.  Tree-of-heaven also produces a toxin in its bark and leaves.  As these accumulate in the soil, the toxin inhibits the growth of other plants.  These factors combine to make tree-of-heaven a very aggressive invasive plant able to displace native tree and herb species.  Furthermore, the root system is capable of doing damage to sewers and foundations.

Water Hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes).  Water hyacinth is a free-floating plant, which grows up to three feet in height.  It has thick, waxy, rounded, glossy leaves, which rise above the water surface on stalks.  The leaves are broadly ovate to circular, 4 to 8 inches in diameter, with gently incurved sides, often undulate.  Leaf veins are dense, numerous, fine and longitudinal.  Water hyacinth leaf stalks are bulbous and spongy.  Water hyacinth grows an erect thick stalk (to 20 inches long) at the top of which is a single spike of several (8 to 15) showy flowers.  The flowers have 6 petals, purplish blue or lavender to pinkish, the upper petals with yellow, blue-bordered central splotches.  

This South American native was introduced into the U.S. in the 1880s.  Its growth rate is among the highest of any plant known: hyacinth populations can double in as little as 12 days.  Besides blocking boat traffic and preventing swimming and fishing, water hyacinth infestations also prevent sunlight and oxygen from getting into the water.  Decaying plant matter also reduces oxygen in the water.  Thus, water hyacinth infestations reduce fisheries, shade out submersed plants, crowd out emersed plants, and reduce biological diversity.
