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“Invasive species” are alien species that cause or are likely 
to cause harm to the economy, environment, and/or human 
health, and are considered to be one of the leading threats to the 
biodiversity and integrity of ecosystems worldwide. In broad 
terms, they are organisms that have been introduced deliberately 
or unintentionally into an environment in which they did not 
evolve, are capable of establishing self-sustaining populations 
in “untransformed ecosystems”, and have no natural enemies 
to limit their reproduction and spread. These are among the 
reasons why early detection of invasive species was identified as a 
priority vital sign by several Inventory and Monitoring networks 
including the Northeast Temperate Network (NETN).

The main goal of this program is to detect invasive species while 
they are still in the early stages of establishment when the costs 
of eradicating them are still low. This is accomplished by first 
developing a modest list of target insect pest and exotic plant 
species specific to each park that can easily be managed by non-
experts. The target list includes species that are either present 
in the park at low levels and of concern if new populations are 
detected, or not present in the park, but that threaten ecosystem 
health and function in the region. To aid with identification, 
NETN makes available laminated field guides and annual 
trainings to field crews and network parks. The field guides 
contain each park’s target list, identification cards for each 
species on the target list, and laminated pest and plant detection 
forms. As of the 2013 field season, field crews and even park 
visitors will be able to record sightings of invasive/exotic species 
into an off-the-shelf smartphone application (for Iphone and 
Android) called “What’s Invasive”. The app includes updated 
target lists for each park, and automatically stores important 
data associated with the detection including GPS location, 
photographs, and extent of population. Prompt reporting is 
expected to increase with the use of this app in the field, which is 
capable of documenting invasive species directly to a web-based 
system immediately following a detection. This is considered to 
be the pilot year for using this app, and projects organizers are 
eager for feedback as to how it works in the field and ways it may 
be improved. 
An important note is that if a target invasive species is found 
in an NETN monitoring plot, the plot must not be specifically 
targeted for invasive species removal. In order not to skew 
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monitoring data, all plots need to be treated the same as the 
surrounding area and invasive species removal should only occur 
when it is conducted in a larger management area that happens to 
include one or more monitoring plots. 
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Early Detections 
Multiple search efforts by park staff and volunteers turned 
up no early detection species in the park during 2012.

Invasive Species Target List Review 
NETN staff decided that all species should remain on the 
target list. Although there are some invasive species that 
are creeping closer to park boundaries (e.g. autumn olive 
and privet species), project organizers don’t think they 
need to be added on top of the current list. These species 
will be considered for inclusion in the future.  

Invasive Species Management 
During 2012, no new invasive species were detected 
in the park, however there were at least six established 
invasive species that were managed and treated. Operating 
with a new management plan, a large focus in the park 
has been to manage purple loosestrife by removing 
the flower heads and/or hand pulling the plants. With 
more intensive herbicide treatment plans set aside until 
2013, common reed was cut back in a couple of areas. 
Fortunately, populations of common reed have been 
significantly reduced along both sides of the river after 
mechanical removal 5 years ago, as part of the Turning 
Basin restoration project. In more terrestrial areas of the 
park, notable invasive plants that were controlled include 
multiflora rose, oriental bittersweet, glossy buckthorn, 
Japanese knotweed, and tree of heaven.   

What’s Next 
The invasives program, now in its third year, has entered 
the stage of reviewing the original species target lists based 
on the number of detections and updated species ranges. 
Feedback from park managers has indicated that the 
target lists and field guides have increased awareness of 
priority invasive species, and have made identification of 
these species easier.  Continued feedback about the What’s 
Invasive? app will help to further enhance the effectiveness 
of the invasive species early detection program. 

Black swallowwort is a particularly stubborn and hardy 
perennial twining vine in the milkweed family that favors 
sunny borders and fences, and that often smothers out 
native plants. Also known as “dog-strangling vine,” it 
will overtake trees, shrubs, flowers and grasses, and 
block out much their sunlight. Once established, it is 
very difficult to eradicate. The first reports of it in North 
America were in Massachusetts in 1854, likely as an 
escapee from the botanic and/or local gardens. Old field 
habitats of goldenrod and grasses can be replaced almost 
entirely by swallow-wort, completely changing their 
physical and ecological structure. A study of impacts on 
grassland birds in New York suggests that as coverage 
by a sister species of swallow-wort increases, grassland 
bird presence declines. Investigations into impacts on 
the monarch butterfly, which requires milkweeds for 
reproduction, indicate that the butterfly will cue into 
black swallow-wort and lay eggs, but the larvae do not 
survive. Swallow-wort can spread by wind-blown seeds 
that travel for miles, and by rhizomes (underground 

stems) that sprout into new plant clumps 
which can tangle together and form 

extensive patches. 
Thick infestations 
can produce 2,000 
seeds per sq. meter 

and each seed can 
generate two to eight 
plants, meaning a few 

plants can quickly 
spiral out of 
control. 


