
What is an Invasive Plant? 
"Invasive plant" is a name for a species that has become a weed pest, a 
plant which grows aggressively, spreads, and displaces other plants. Invasive 
plants tend to appear on disturbed ground, and the most aggressive can 
actually invade existing ecosystems. Invasive plants are generally undesirable 
because they are difficult to control, can escape from cultivation, and can 
dominate whole areas. In short, invasive plant infestations can be extremely 
expensive to control, as well as environmentally destructive.  

A small number of invasives are "native," meaning they occurred in 
Pennsylvania before settlement by Europeans but became aggressive after the 
landscape was altered. However, most invasive plants arrived from other 
continents and are often referred to as "exotic," "alien," introduced," or 
"nonnative" invasives. An aggressive plant freed from its environmental, pest, 
and disease limits, can become an invader of other ecosystems.  

Characteristics of Invasive Plants  

Invasive plants are noted for their ability to grow and spread aggressively. Invasive plants can be 
trees, shrubs, vines, grasses, or flowers, and they can reproduce rapidly by roots, seeds, shoots, 
or all three. Invasive plants tend to:  

• not be native to North America;  
• spread, reproducing by roots or shoots;  
• mature quickly;  
• if spread by seed, produce numerous seeds that disperse and sprout easily;  
• be generalists that can grow in many different conditions;  
• and be exploiters and colonizers of disturbed ground.  

Impact of Invasive Plants  

The primary reason to not landscape with invasives is that they are degrading our native 
environments. In fact, second only to habitat loss, invasives are a major factor in the decline of 
native plants. Plants like Kudzu, Purple Loosestrife, and Garlic Mustard are displacing native 
plants and degrading habitat for native insects, birds, and animals. Endangered, rare, and 
threatened native species of plant and animals are especially at risk because they often occur in 
such small populations that make them particularly vulnerable.  

Another reason to avoid invasives is that invasive plants, even when grown in a cultivated yard, 
can spread, escape, and cause landscape maintenance weeding problems for years to come. In 
urban and suburban areas there is a good chance that the worst weeds on your property are 
escaped plants, like Japanese Honeysuckle, Multiflora Rose, Japanese Knotweed, and Oriental 
Bittersweet. In yards, gardens, fields, and parks these plants are very expensive to control. 

 


