We’re Under Attack!

They arrive by land, by sea, or through the air – not aliens from outer space, alien plants and pests. Sometimes they are imported on purpose, but often they are hitchhikers that stow away inside the hulls of cargo ships or in packing materials carried from distant lands. “Invasive” species are plants and animals that are introduced into new areas in which they are not among the native flora and fauna, and because they no longer face the natural enemies or competition from their places of origin, they spread or reproduce prolifically. Invasive species can be a very, very big problem. Non-native species can cause significant changes to ecosystems, upset the ecological balance, and cause economic harm to our nation's agricultural and recreational sectors.
It is important to note that the vast majority of non-native plants, about 85%, cause little if any environmental damage, other than perhaps taking up space that could be occupied by native species. They politely occupy their place in the landscape and pose little threat to natural areas. Even our food supply is primarily made up of exotic species.

However, some exotics do not act so politely. They reproduce rapidly and spread quickly, especially in areas where the land has been disturbed. They crowd out native plants and transform our vibrant spring forests of Jack-in-the-pulpits, violets, and trout lilies to vast jungles of multi-flora rose, exotic honeysuckles, and mile-a-minute vines.
Why should this concern us? Beyond the effects on wildlife food and habitat, water quality and quantity issues are affected by invasive plants. Invasives are opportunists; they move in more quickly than native plants, especially when the ground has been disturbed. Increased development pressures are helping to spread invasives. If you’ve taken notice of the plants that sprout up on new construction sites, you’ve seen they are not the plants you would have seen in our forests twenty years ago. 
Because invasive plants are not native to this area, they are not as good at preventing erosion. They allow increased run-off into our streams, decreasing water quality. In addition, many invasives require more water than native plants, which decreases our water quantity.

What can you do to help stop the spread of invasive plants? Become educated – c ontact the Nature Conservancy or the Penn State Extension Service for information. Don’t plant knowingly plant invasives: Check out native plant gardens at the Agriculture and Natural Resources Center or Strawberry Hill Nature Center for alternatives to invasive plants. Remove invasives from your property, or join volunteer groups at local parks. Go to the Mid-Atlantic Exotic Pest Plant Council http://www.ma-eppc.org for more information. 
Watch ACTV’s Land and Water show on May 23rd and 30th at 7:30pm, or May 26th and June 3rd at 9:30pm, to learn more about local projects combating invasive weeds.

Yvonne Werzinsky is a Director  of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web site www.adamswatersheds.org contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.
