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Invasive Species in the United States

• An “invasive species” is defined by the USDA as a species that is

    1) non-native (or alien) to the ecosystem under consideration and

    2) whose introduction causes or is likely to cause economic or environmental harm or harm to human health. (Executive Order 13112).

Invasive species can be plants, animals, and other organisms (e.g., microbes). Human actions are the primary means of invasive species introductions.

• USDA’s Invasive Exotic Weeds webpage lists 427 invasive and exotic weeds.

• Millions of acres of land in the contiguous 48 states and Hawaii have been irreparably altered or harmed by invasive plants — often irreversibly.

•  US economic losses by invasive species are estimated to exceed $120 billion per year.

• Some 400 of the 958 threatened or endangered species under the Endangered Species Act are at risk primarily because of competition with non-indigenous species.

• Invasive weeds affect native plant and animal populations important to recreation, subsistence, fishing and hunting.  For example, reed canarygrass, a global noxious weed, is a serious threat to wetland and riparian habitats where it aggressively displaces native vegetation, including willows, which salmon populations rely upon.  Thistles and other weeds can invade meadows, woodlands and farm pastures reducing forage value for moose and domestic livestock.  

Invasive Weeds in Alaska

While Alaska long seemed insulated from the problems of noxious and invasive weeds creeping across the United States from east to west, recent inventories have shown that Alaska is fertile ground for many invasive species. These invaders are destroying natural habitat, causing economic loss and changing the complexion of the Alaska landscape.


Some of the top problem weeds include these listed by some of Alaska’s local Soil & Water Conservation Districts:

• Alaska SWCD -- garlic mustard, orange hawkweed

• Fairbanks SWCD -- sowthistle, hemp nettle, bird vetch, yellow toadflax

• Homer SWCD -- Canada thistle, orange hawkweed, fall dandelion 

• Kenai SWCD -- Canada thistle, bird (purple) vetch, oxeye daisy, hemp nettle

• Kenny Lake SWCD -- white sweet clover, narrow leaf hawksbeard, thistles

• Kodiak SWCD -- orange hawkweed, Japanese knotweed, Canada thistle
• Palmer SWCD -- Canada thistle, perennial sowthistle, and white sweet clover

• Salcha-Delta SWCD -- perennial sowthistle, hempnettle, hawkweed

• Upper Susitna SWCD -- orange hawkweed

• Wasilla SWCD -- orange hawkweed, bird vetch, white sweet clover, brittlestem hempnettle


Alaska’s invasive weeds have a variety of negative impacts. For example, tansy ragwort is poisonous to livestock. Spotted knapweed can cause a chewing disease in horses. Canada thistle not only reduces agricultural yields by up to 100 percent, it increases fire frequency and severity. All invasive weeds compete with native plants or crops for water and nutrients, reduce biodiversity and are difficult to eradicate.

What’s being done to combat weeds?

Several agencies and organizations are working on a variety of fronts to stop the spread of invasive weeds. Efforts include integrated pest manage (IPM), education and legislation.


In the forefront of these efforts has been the cooperative group the Alaska Committee for Noxious and Invasive Plants Management (CNIPM).  CNIPM holds an annual conference each fall to provide information and coordinate invasive plant management efforts. Since its inception five years ago, CNIPM has accomplished a variety of projects including the following:


— Citizen weed pulling parties across the state from Southeast to the Dalton Highway


— Strategic plan endorse by Governor


— Statewide surveys and databases to assess coverage


— Encouraging participation in Cooperative Weed Management Areas in five communities supported by AACD


— Strong educational programs across the state at schools, fairs, gardening classes, national parks, etc. 


— Grant money to groups 


— Proposed legislation


CNIPM-affiliated organizations have accomplished these and other projects:


• Alaska Association of Conservation Districts with support from the US Forest Service provides grant funds to local Cooperative Weed Management Areas (CWMAs) and Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCDs) to address local and regional weed problems.


• CWMAs have been formed on the Kenai Peninsula, on Kodiak and in the Mat-Su,  Juneau and Fairbanks areas. CWMAs bring together local organizations, agencies and individuals to prioritize and address local weed problems. These include orange hawkweed at the Talkeetna Airport in the Mat-Su CWMA, Canada thistle infestations and bird vetch proliferation in Kenai Peninsula CWMA, and sowthistle and hempnettle in Fairbanks CWMA.


• SWCD staff works cooperatively with other agencies and organizations, including the University of Alaska Fairbanks Cooperative Extension Service, UAA and CNIPM to inventory and prioritize Alaska’s weed issues.


• Comments and recommendations were provided to the Division of Agriculture regarding the inclusion of orange hawkweed and purple loosestrife to the state’s noxious weed list.


• AACD, USDA’s Forest Service, US Dept. of Interior’s National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, Fish and Wildlife Service and Geological Survey, along with UAF-CES and The Alaska Natural Heritage Program published “Invasive Plants of Alaska.” This 294-page booklet describes many of the invasive plants in Alaska, and how to control and prevent their spread. It is available from those agencies for free distribution.


• Alaska Exotic Plant Information Clearing House (AKEPIC) Mapping Project was initiated in 2004 as a shared idea between collaborators and the U.S. Geological Survey’s Alaska Science Center Geographic Analysis and Monitoring Program. This project tracks the distributions of all non-native plants in the state.

Contact Information

CWMAs
Fairbanks CWMA, Joni Scharfenberg, 978-1727, jonisc@gci.net
Kenai Peninsula CWMA, Caleb Slemmons, 235-8177, ext. 5, caleb@homerswcd.org or Sue True, 283-8732, ext. 108, kenaiscd@alaska.net
Kodiak CWMA - Blythe Brown, 486-5574, n-icoordinator@ak.net
Mat-Su Catherine Inman, 745-1441, palmerswcd@alaska.com or Steve Hicks, 733-7923, usswcd@mtaonline.net
Soil and Water Conservation Districts
Anchorage - Ryan Stencel, 271-2424, x125, aswcd@aol.com
Alaska - Gary Morrison, 406-288-0101, alaska4ever@blackfoot.net
Alaska/SE - Richard Coose, 617-0990, dcoose@kpunet.net
Fairbanks - Joni Scharfenberg, 978-1727, jonisc@gci.net

Homer - Caleb Slemmons, 235-8177, ext. 5, caleb@homerswcd.org
Kenai - Sue True, 283-8732, ext. 108, kenaiscd@alaska.net
Kenny Lake - Doug Vollman, 822-4479, klswcd@kennylakeak.net
Kodiak - Blythe Brown, 486-5574, n-icoordinator@ak.net
Palmer - Catherine Inman, 745-1441, palmerswcd@alaska.com
Salcha-Delta - Jeff Durham, 895-6279, jeffswcd@wildak.net
Upper Susitna - Steve Hicks 733-7923, usswcd@mtaonline.net
Wasilla - George Taylor, 357-4563, george@wasillaswcd.org
Alaska Invasive Plants Experts

Gino Graziano, invasive plants program coordinator, Alaska Association of Conservation Districts, 354-1227, cwma@ak.net
USFS & UAF Invasive Plants Specialist, Jamie Nielsen, 743-9448 or 786-6300,  fsjmn@uaf.edu
Alaska Invasive Species Working Group, Michele Hébert, UAF-CES land resources, 474-2423, ffmah@uaf.edu  

UAA & Alaska Natural Heritage Program, Irina Lapina, ahivl@uaa.alaska.edu
Websites for more information
Alaska Committee for Noxious and Invasive Plants Management (CNIPM): www.cnipm.org
Alaska Association of Conservation Districts (AACD): www.alaskaswcds.org

Alaska Division of Agriculture Plant Materials Center: www.dnr.state.ak.us/ag/ag_pmc.htm
Bureau of Land Management, Alaska Weed Management Plan: www.ak.blm.gov/ak930/ weedpln.html

Alaska Native Plant Society: www.aknps.org

Non-Native Plants of Alaska database and mapping project: http://akweeds.uaa.alaska.edu/

Center for Invasive Plant Management: www.weedcenter.org/inv_plant_info/impacts.html

“Invasive Plants: Changing the Landscape of America: https://www.denix.osd.mil/denix/Public/ES-Programs/Conservation/Invasive/intro.html

The Nature Conservancy Global Invasive Species Initiative: http://tncweeds.ucdavis.edu/

Alaska’s Prohibited and Restricted Weeds

The Alaska Division of Agriculture has listed the following weeds as prohibited or restricted. (Note: The list was developed in 1958 and last updated in 1987. It was designed to restrict invasive plant seeds as contaminants in agricultural seed. Many of the plant species listed in the Alaska seed regulations are not the invasive plant species of greatest concern in Alaska today.)

(A) The following are prohibited noxious weeds:

Bindweed, field (Convolvulus arvensis);

Fieldcress, Austrian (Rorippa austriaca):

Galensoga (Galensoga parviflora);

Hempnettle (Galeopsis tetrahit);

Horsenettle (Solanum carolinense);

Knapweed, Russian (Centaurea repens);

Lettuce, blue-flowering (Lactuca pulchella);

Quackgrass (Agropyron repens);

Sowthistle, perennial (Sonchus arvensis);

Spurge, leafy (Euphorbia esula);

Thistle, Canada (Cirsium arvense); and

Whitetops and its varieties (Cardaria draba, C. pubescens, Lapidium latifolium).

(B) The following are restricted noxious weeds, with their maximum allowable tolerances:

Annual bluegrass (Poa annua), 90 seeds per pound;

Blue burr (Lappula echinata), 18 seeds per pound;

Mustard (Brassica juncea, Sinapis arvensis), 36 seeds per pound;

Oats, wild (Avena fatua), seven seeds per pound;

Plantain, buckhorn (Plantago sp.), 90 seeds per pound;

Radish (Raphanus raphanistrum), 27 seeds per pound;

Toadflax, yellow (Linaria vulgaris), one seed per pound;

Vetch, tufted (Vicia cracca), two seeds per pound; and

Wild Buckwheat (Polygonum convolvulus), two seeds per pound. 
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