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Introduction

The spread of alien animal species throughout the southeastern United States is well documented in textbooks and commonly known to residents of the Southeast. Boll weevils and fire ants are infamous for their devastating impact on agriculture and the overall economy. Such pests also are recognized as an impetus for the huge quantities of synthetic chemical pesticides in the environment. Recently, coyotes have spread eastward and armadillos have moved up from Florida and Georgia to reach South Carolina in sufficient number to make anecdotal stories common among amateur and professional naturalists. News media have carried stories of the Asian tiger mosquito as a vector of equine encephalitis and the advance of the Formosan termite around the Gulf of Mexico toward the foundations and wooden frames of homes along the coast and coastal plain of the southeast, creating waves of apprehension. Plant introductions, on the other hand, are often seen as passive, gradual, and far less stimulating to the imagination.
Knowledge of the spread of kudzu and the demise of the American chestnut are rooted in the history of past generations and a few may nod knowingly that many agricultural weeds used early colonists as vectors to the fields of North America. Examples of contemporary plant migration, however, are not readily accessible. Aquatic weed problems in Southern lakes have been publicized and fishermen are familiar with posted warnings that problem plants can hitch rides on boats and motors, but there is little awareness of the speed and mode of invasion of other weeds. Examination of the spread of several invasive plants provides insight regarding the process of rapid invasion and may suggest practical precautions to stem the flow. 
Background

Alien Invaders

A few alien species like kudzu and Bahia grass have been purposefully introduced and encouraged. Problems with these plants result from vigorous growth in new environments and their tendency to continue spreading at the expense of native or more desired species. Kudzu was introduced into the United States in 1876, touted as a beautiful ornamental trellis plant. Later it was spread as a groundcover to prevent erosion. Most Southerners can relate stories of the rampant spread of kudzu over and through fields, forests, and human communities. One of its common names, the mile-a-minute vine, attests to this proficiency. Many homeowners also have experienced the difficulty of removing patches of Bahia ("highway grass") from otherwise healthy lawns. Bahia was introduced as a lawn and pasture grass from South America in the 1930s and is used by highway departments as a hardy roadside groundcover. Recent introductions of a more accidental nature can be directly attributed to horticultural practices. Four of the many rapidly invasive species commonly encountered in the coastal plain counties of South Carolina include one from Southeast Asia, one from Africa, one from South America, and one from Florida. Each has rapidly invaded suitable habitat throughout the Southeastern United States. 
The surprising aspect of the invasions has been the speed with which they occurred. For example, Flora of North America, vol. 3, notes that Fatoua villosa, a small weedy member of the mulberry family, was first reported in North America in Louisiana in 1964. It has now become widespread in most eastern and lower Midwestern states. The documented reason for its rapid spread is distribution of horticultural materials. A cursory check at several area plant nurseries and greenhouses typically will reveal abundant Fatoua along with Stachys floridana, Mazus japonicus, Phyllanthus tenellus, and Phyllanthus urinaria, each of which is an invasive weedy species currently consdered a problem in Southern lawns and flower beds. In fact, the University of South Carolina Sumter greenhouse and most commercial and private greenhouses in the area contain ample supplies of each species. Adult plants, seed, rhizomes, or other underground propagules most likely were brought into the greenhouses in potting mediums of desired species. Once present, each of these species is proficient at setting and disseminating seed to the effect that any future distribution of specimens from the greenhouse likely will contain propagules of one or more of the weeds. With the exception of Stachys floridana, then known in several countries in North and South Carolina, each of the latter listed species was recorded by the Manual of the Vascular Flora of the Carolinas, as a rare introduction or was not present in the Carolinas. Now, Stachys, Mazus, and both species of Phyllanthus can easily be found throughout both states in great abundance. Although animals are noted for mobility, the spread of introduced animals rarely exceeds the speed of this plant invasion. 
Many similar plant invasions could be noted for the same region. Some, like Soliva petrosperma, are transported on shoes; wind, water, or migratory birds may spread others. While humans are not responsible for all invasions, we are responsible for the majority of contemporary introductions. Nursery stock, potted plants, seedlings, and potting mix should be purchased carefully. It takes only a moment to release an invader that you may never totally eliminate. Carefully examine soil around the base of nursery stock and potted plants for adventives. If additional plants are present, do not assume you have a bargain. Choose another container. If you discover an unknown plant after a purchase or if a seedling later germinates in a container, destroy the interloper on the spot. If you can't do this, at least watch it carefully. If the unknown plant begins to flower and you still don't recognize it, don't take the risk. Once introduced, plants like Florida Betony (Stachys floridana) may produce underground tuberous structures that permit propagation with great efficiency in spite of efforts to eliminate them. Take specimens of unknown weedy species to a local university or an extension agent for identification. Besides preventing a problem for yourself, you may help slow the spread of weedy introductions and thus help to protect and maintain the natural environment. 
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Key Principles
1. Introduction of Foreign Species 

2. Community and Species Interaction 

3. Pest Control 
Ethical Considerations
1. What is society’s obligation to preserve natural communities and protect other life forms? 

2. What are our moral, ethical, and legal responsibilities relative to the introduction and spread of pests that may be economically and ecologically destructive? 
What are the issues associated with introducing other organisms to control invasive organisms? 
Civic Engagement & Service Opportunities

1. Volunteer for a local community group that monitors invasive species in your area.

2. Write or e-mail your local politicians about controlling and monitoring invasive species in your area.

3. Form a student group having an environmental preservation mission.

4. Set up a public forum at your school discussing the impacts of invasive species in your area.

Learn more about community service as part of your educational enrichment by visiting the following websites: http://www.learnandserve.org/, http://www.servicelearning.org/, http://www.aahe.org/service/srv-links.htm.
Author 

John F. Logue 

Division of Science, Mathematics and Engineering

University of South Carolina Sumter

200 Miller Road

Sumter SC 29150

E-mail: jlogue@uscsumter.edu 
Edited & Revised in 2005 by

Dr. Brian Shmaefsky

Professor of Biology & Service Learning Coordinator

Kingwood College

20,000 Kingwood Drive, HSB 202V

Kingwood, TX 77339

Brian.shmaefsky@nhmccd.edu
Copyright ©2007 The McGraw-Hill Companies.

Any use is subject to the Terms of Use and Privacy Policy.

McGraw-Hill Higher Education is one of the many fine businesses of The McGraw-Hill Companies. 

