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Exotic Invaders Crowd Out Native

by STEVE LA RUE,
Staff Writer, San Diego
Union Tribune

hey’re drinking
Tour water, killing

our endangered
birds and animals,
creating urban fire
hazards, turning our
green meadows into
thorny brambles, caus-
“ing floods and erasing
the rich variety of our
California plants.
Plant pest invaders are
hardly visible on the
radar screen of recog-
nized national ecologi-
cal issues. But biologists
such as Jeffrey Lovichor
the National Biological
Service think alien
pants are part of an
environmental menace
as grave as global
warming or ozone
depletion.

“Invasive species
are one of the greatest
challenges to ecology
that we face today,” he
said at a recent meeting
in San Diego of the Cal-
ifornia Exotic Pest Plant
Council.

Invading, non-
indigenous plants
caused cumulative crop
and other losses of
about $603 million in
the United States be-

tween 1906 and 1991,
according to the federal
Office of Technology
Assessment, and this
doesn’t include habitat
damage.

According to one
federal estimate, exotic
pest plants are spread-
ing in Western public
lands at the rate of
about 4,600 acres per
day, blotting out native
plant communities and
the birds, insects and
animals that rely on
them to survive.

With hoes, bulldoz-
ers and herbicides, en-
vironmental groups
and public agencies are
fighting back.

Plant imports are
hardly new. Stone re-
liefs from ancient Egypt
depict the importation
of incense-producing
trees about 1,500 years
before Christ, said Bar-
bara Tellman, biologist
at the University of
Arizona.

By studying seeds
inadvertently included
in adobe bricks used to
build the California
missions, Tellman said,
experts have proved
that European weeds
established themselves
in the state long before
European crops were
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raised in the state. The

earliest missions have

non-native weed seeds
in their bricks, not crop
seeds.

The weed seeds are
thought to have ar-
rived in shipboard
packing materials and
clinging to the fur of
the Spaniards’ horses
and other animals.

Most imported
plants do not become
major burdens on soci-
ety and the environ-
ment. Some, however,
can. Two plants—giant
reed and salt cedar—are
particularly grim illus-
trations of how inten-
tionally imported
plants can cause in-
tense damage.

These two are
among the Southwests
most critical invading
plant pests, ranking
high on the California
Exotic Pest Plant Coun-
cil’s A-1 list of invasive
species. They swill
down the water, which
is the West's most pre-
cious resource, while
blotting out California’s
native streamsides, a
habitat so rare that only
4 percent of the original
remains.






