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When Good Plants Go Bad/Invasive Ornamentals

                This coming Saturday, May 2nd is invasive plant removal day in Virginia. Volunteers across the state will be working to remove these pests from the natural environment in hopes that the native Virginia plants can maintain their foothold. 

                From the Virginia Master Naturalist web page, “Non-native, invasive plants are threatening habitats worldwide, from tropical ecosystems to polar regions. These plant invaders alter habitats and reduce biodiversity. They cause ecological and economic harm. Experts consider these plants to be the second most serious threat to the quality of our natural areas and their ability to support wildlife.”

                Unfortunately, many of these invasive plants were introduced to Virginia as landscape ornamentals. This was done years ago before we fully understood the impact of importing exotic plants and other species to areas where they can flourish and the environmental elements that kept them under control in their homelands do not exist. These plants are typically more aggressive than our own native plants and can out-compete the natives for nutrients and growing space. 

                Some of these plants are obvious to even the most casual observer. Honey suckle is a non-native that was brought over from Asia to be used as an ornamental. It is everywhere now and has permanently altered many natural environments. Privet was once planted as both a specimen plant and as a hedge that could be kept neatly sheared for a formal appearance, it has now invaded moist woodland areas all over the region, often forming thickets in hardwood forests where nothing else grows in the understory. 

                English ivy has become a real nuisance. This climbing vine has been planted for the better part of a century all over North America. In rural locations and in cities where homes have been abandoned this vine has taken over trees and shrubs and has actually pulled them to the ground. Travel around some of the older sections of town, especially in the warehouse district and there are trees growing out of cracks in buildings and sidewalks. These are either paper mulberry trees or pawlonia trees that were once planted as ornamentals but have since seeded into areas where native plants will not grow because of the lack of decent soils. 

                Wisteria is an attractive vine that grows very well in our area. It is in bloom now with light blue to purple clusters of flowers that attract butterflies. Unfortunately this can be considered a slow growing kudzu as it will spread over surrounding plans and smother them out. Many of these began in their tree form as landscape plants but the gardeners moved on and there was nobody left to do the annual pruning required to keep this invasive under control. 

                There are some other invasive plants that are not so obvious. Arum is a great, low growing plant to use under a full tree canopy.  It is prized for the spike of bright red berries it sends up in the late spring or early summer. Under the right conditions it will multiply and spread over a large area. It is very difficult to eradicate as even a small piece of root left in the soil will produce a new plant. 

                Periwinkle (Vinca major and Vinca major) and variegated periwinkle is a low growing vine that is similar to English ivy. The differences are that it does not climb and it produces an attractive flower. This plant has been used as a low maintenance ground cover in heavily shaded areas for more than a century. In many remote woodland areas near Danville it is often found covering old cemeteries the pre-date the Civil War. It grows in a dense mat that chokes out almost all other low growing native vegetation. 

                When choosing plants for the landscape, if the plants selected are known to spread by seed or by sending out runners it would be a good idea to check to see if they are on the list of Invasive Alien Plant Species of Virginia maintained by the Virginia Department of Conservation & Recreation. http://www.dcr.virginia.gov/natural_heritage/invsppdflist.shtml 
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