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Invasive Plants

By: Anita Garrett-Roe, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

Most of us here in the Coastal Bend are so grateful to see something actually growing that we give little thought to whether or not the pretty plant we are looking at is classified as an invasive species or not. We tend to think of our property as our own little corner of the world, blissfully minding its own business with no connection to anything else. But our yard could be secretly harboring invasive plants, many times planted by someone else besides us, before we even bought our property. 

Invasive species are like alien invaders who are looking to do harm to our environment. It is up to each person to watch out for these invaders and eradicate them from our property whenever possible. 

An invasive plant is labeled this way because it tends to spread over large areas without assistance from humans and it chokes out native plants. Invasives displace native plants and reduce habitat and food for wildlife.

If the plant has berries or seeds on it, birds will eat them and create droppings miles away, or the wind causes the seeds to become airborne, creating the same result. It is a chain reaction. Sometimes invasives spread through their root systems, like running bamboo, for example.

Native plants are those that occur in a particular place without the help of humans. Natives provide the food and shelter for wildlife. Natives are generally considered as plants occurring in an area prior to European settlement.

According to www.texasinvasives.org, invasive species are a form of biological pollution. Invasive species decrease biodiversity by threatening the survival of native plants AND animals. They interfere with ecosystem function by changing important processes like fire, nutrient flow, and flooding. Invasive species hybridize with native species resulting in negative genetic impacts. As renowned biologist E.O. Wilson states, “On a global basis…the two great destroyers of biodiversity are, first, habitat destruction and second, invasion by exotic species”.

Invasive species also have economic consequences and can endanger human health. Invasive species contaminate agricultural seed crops and reduce their value, pose health threats to livestock, and necessitate costly repairs to harvesting machinery. Invasives are not limited to plants. Invasive insects can harm crop plants and reduce their productivity, contaminate harvest surpluses, and act as vectors of disease among livestock or in human populations. Control of these organisms chemically, biologically, and mechanically exacts great expenditures of time and money in addition to the losses mentioned above. In the United States alone, these expenses may total tens of billions of dollars annually. The latest National Geographic article on “Invaders” estimates the cost at $140 billion.

Certain birds are looking for a particular type of insect that they consume. These insects may not be there anymore if an invasive plant takes over. Insects are also picky and will starve to death if they are not on the kind of plant leaf they prefer to eat. So you can see a whole cascade of things that can happen if the environment is disrupted by invasive species, whether it be plants or insects.

Believe it or not, in some parts of our state, there are invasive plants that are thriving and choking out our beautiful native plants by hogging space. The shade that is created by these fast growing invasives causes a lack of sunlight, which kills off our native plants. Some invasives are vines that also grip and choke off the nutrient supply on a native plant. It would be astonishing to see acres and acres of an invasive species, but we are beginning to see signs of this in certain parts of our state.  

Even if you have an invasive species in your yard and it does not seem to be bothering anyone, think again! If every homeowner were to do an analysis of his or her yard and eliminated all invasive species, it would make a big impact on our environment.  

I was astonished to see some of my childhood favorites appearing on the Invasive Species List. I grew up in neighborhoods with Chinaberry, Japanese Honeysuckle, Salt Cedar, Nandina, Japanese Wisteria, Golden Bamboo, Castor Bean, Wax Leaf Ligustrum, Mimosa, Red-tipped Photinia, Pyracantha, Elephant Ear, English Ivy, Pampas Grass, and Asian Jasmine.

Without a doubt, years ago these plants were sold by plant nurseries and some are still being sold. If you see an invasive plant being sold at a plant nursery let them know about alternatives they can carry instead. They are in business and are carrying what people buy.

Identifying the invasives in your yard can be a fun family project. If you are not sure of what you have, you can look up photos of common invasive species on the internet. There are some website addresses at the conclusion of this article, or if you are still not sure what you have, you can take some of it to the Texas AgriLife Extension office to be identified.  Include a length of stem that the leaves are growing from it in order to make identification easier.

Gradually start replacing invasive plants with alternatives. Once you have identified what you have, the second step is deciding on what you want to put into your yard instead.  Step by step you will create a beautiful yard and habitat for birds and beneficial insects.

Here are the names of some of the worst offenders with some suggested alternatives:

Cats Claw Vine ( Macfadyena unguis-cati) is a vine with clinging tendrils to 40 feet, that is difficult to eradicate.  It was introduced from Central America. A native alternative is Crossvine.

Brazilian Pepper ( Schinus terebinthifolius):  large shrub or small tree with berries spread by birds. It is difficult to kill; may re-sprout for years. It was introduced from Brazil. A native alternative is Southern Wax Myrtle.

Chinaberry (Melia azedarach) is a large tree that outcompetes natives. Leaf litter alters soil.  It is spread by birds.  It was introduced from Asia. A native alternative is Sugarberry Hackberry.

Chinese Tallow (Triadica sebifera)  crowds out natives wherever it grows. It reproduces early and easily. It was introduced from China. A native alternative is Chinquapin Oak.

Japanese Honeysuckle (Lonicera japonica) vine out-competes natives, engulfs small trees and shrubs, blocking sunlight from leaves and girdling stems, and cutting off flow of water through plant.  It was introduced from Japan. A native alternative is Coral Honeysuckle.

Salt Cedar (Tamarix aphylla) monopolizes limited water using long tap roots. It degrades native habitat by out-competing and replacing native plants.  It was introduced from Eurasia and Africa.  A native alternative is Bald or Montezuma Cypress.

Giant Reed (Arundo donax) is a rhizomatous grass with plume-like flowers to 30 feet, that forms dense stands and crowds out natives, and interferes with flood control.  It was introduced from India. A native alternative is Common Reed.

Water Hyacinth (Eichornia crassipes) is a free-floating aquatic that displaces all native aquatic plants; lowers oxygen levels.  It can double its biomass every 6 to 18 days.  It was introduced from the Amazon basin. A native alternative is Arrowhead.

Water Lettuce ( Pistia stratiotes) has evergreen leaves thick, hairy, ridged.  It is found in still/slow water, mud.  It blocks waterways with dense growth; reduces dissolved oxygen and prevents light penetration.  It is banned in most of U.S.  It was introduced from South America. A native alternative is Water Lily.

Australian Pine ( Casuarina equisetifolia ) is a fast-growing deciduous pine-like tree that displaces native dune and beach vegetation and destroys habitat for wildlife.  It was introduced from Asia/Australia. A native alternative is Mesquite.

Nandina (Nandina domestica) is an evergreen shrub with red berries spread by birds. It displaces native plants. Nandina is native to China and Japan. A native alternative is Barbados Cherry.

Russian Olive ( Elaeagnus angustifolia) is an evergreen shrub or tree that out-competes native plants, and is spread by birds. It is native to Europe and Asia. A native alternative is Wild Olive.

Chinese and Japanese Wisteria (Wisteria sinensis/Wisteria floribunda) are exotic vines that impair and overtake native shrubs and trees through strangling or shading. A native alternative is Texas Wisteria.

Air Potato Vine (Dioscorea bulbifera) is an evergreen vine growing from “potatoes” that aggressively overtakes and shades out trees and shrubs.  A native alternative is Passionvine.

Golden Bamboo (Phyllostachys aurea) is a rhizomatous perennial from China that aggressively forms dense thickets that displaces natives. A native alternative is Bamboo Muhly Grass.

Castor Bean (Ricinus communis) is a shrub-like annual herb whose seeds are the  source of highly toxic poison ricin that can be fatal.  All parts of the plant are toxic.  It seeds out and takes over wild areas. An alternative is Split Leaf Philodendron.

Other Invasives to Avoid are Wax Leaf Ligustrum, Japanese Ligustrum, Mimosa, 

White Mulberry, Chinese Photinia, Red-tipped Photinia, Common Privet, Pyracantha, Tree of Heaven, Vitex, Elephant Ear, English Ivy, Pampas Grass, Asian Jasmine, Elaeagnus, and Giant Salvinia. 

For more information on Invasive Plant Species:

Texas Parks And Wildlife Department: 

Inland Fisheries, 4200 Smith School Road,

Austin, Texas  78744

www.tpwd.state.tx.us/landwater/water/environconcerns/nuisance_plants
Texas Wildscapes

4200 Smith School Road

Austin, Texas  78744

www.tpwd.state.tx.us/wildscapes
Native Plant Society of Texas

www.npsot.org
The Nature Conservancy

Invasive Species Initiative

http://tncweeds.ucdavis.edu
Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center

4801 LaCrosse Avenue

Austin, Texas  78739

www.wildflower.org/
www.texasinvasives.org/
www.invasive.org/
The Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

