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THE PROBLEM

The Need for Natural Areas

More than one-half of Florida's land area is in 
agricultural or urban land uses, and native habitats are 
continually being lost. Continued urbanization is an 
inevitable consequence of increasing population, and 
food production by agriculture is essential. However, 
preserving and protecting Florida's native habitats for 
historical significance and to protect native species, 
water quality and water quantity is also essential. 
Natural areas have been designated on federal, state, 
county, city, and private lands ( Figure 1 ).

Figure 1. Designating certain lands to be managed (or 
restored) as natural areas is one method of protection for 
native plant and animal communities.

Weeds in Natural Areas

Weeds are undesirable plants. Homeowners 
battle weeds in their lawns, gardens, and ponds. 
Weeds are considered unsightly in parks and 
playgrounds. Weeds interfere with transportation and 
can cause hazardous conditions along highways, 
railroads, and waterways. Foresters control weeds to 
enhance the growth of commercial forests. In the 
United States alone, farmers spend $8 billion 
annually to manage weeds; nevertheless, crop losses 
caused by weeds amount to $10 billion annually.

Non-native invasive plants are weeds of natural 
areas. Non-native plants are those that exist outside of 
their natural ranges. Non-native invasive plants are 
those that form self-sustaining and expanding 
populations within plant communities with which 
they were not previously associated. They are weeds 
in natural areas because they displace native plants 
and associated wildlife, including endangered 
species, and can alter natural processes such as fire 
and water flow.
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Naturalists recognized potential problems with 
non-native invasive plants many years ago. In 1920 
Charles Torrey Simpson, Florida's pioneer naturalist, 
wrote, "there are the adventive plants, the wanderers, 
of which we have, as yet, comparatively few species; 
but later, when the country is older and more 
generally cultivated, there will surely be an army of 
them." As predicted, problems associated with 
non-native invasive plants have increased through the 
years and non-native invasive plants are now a 
growing concern to scientists and land managers. 
Twenty-nine percent (about 1,200) of the plant 
species growing on their own without cultivation in 
Florida are non-native (Wunderlin, Hansen. 2003), 
and some of these have become serious problems for 
land managers.

Control of non-native invasive plants in 
Florida's natural areas is expensive. Dade County 
Parks and Recreation Department has spent $2.8 
million since 1993 (after Hurricane Andrew) on 
removal of invasive plants from 500 acres of upland 
natural areas. Since 1986, partial control of 
melaleuca and Australian pine in the East Everglades, 
adjacent to Everglades National Park, has required 
14,000 labor hours and $546,000 in herbicide and 
helicopter costs. Twelve million dollars were 
budgeted to control hydrilla and waterhyacinth in 
Florida's waterways in 1995. Millions of dollars are 
spent in efforts to locate natural enemies of 
non-native invasive plants in their native range. These 
enemies are then released here to act as biological 
controls of specific non-native plants.

Regulated Plants

Federal and state laws were passed beginning in 
the 1970s to prevent further spread or importation of 
weeds that pose an economic threat to agriculture and 
navigation. These laws now restrict possession, 
transport, or sale of certain plants known to interfere 
with agroecosystems, native ecosystems, the 
management of ecosystems, or cause injury to public 
health. Weeds are listed in the United States 
Department of Agriculture's (USDA) Federal 
Noxious Weed List (http://www.aphis.usda.gov/ppq/ 
permits/fnwsbycat-e.PDF), the Florida Department of 
Agriculture and Consumer Services' (FDACS) 
Florida Noxious Weed List, 
(http://doacs.state.fl.us/pi/noxious-list.htm) and the 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection's 
(DEP) Prohibited Aquatic Plant List 
(http://www.dep.state.fl.us) Plants that occur on at 
least one of these lists and may occur on private 
property in Florida include cogongrass (Imperata 
cylindrica, Figure 2), Brazilian pepper tree (Schinus 
terebinthifolius, Figure 3), Australian pine 
(Casuarina spp., Figure 4), tropical soda apple 
(Solanum viarum, Figure 5), catclaw mimosa 
(Mimosa pigra, Figure 6), Australian paperbark 
(Melaleuca quinquinervia, Figure 7), and Chinese 
tallow (Sapium sebiferum, Figure 8), Old World 
climbing fern (Lygodium microphyllum, Figure 9), 
carrotwood (Cupaniopsis anacardioides, Figure 10), 
air potato (Dioscorea bulbifera, Figure 11) and skunk 
vine (Paederia foetida, Figure 12). In addition to 
plants that are regulated at the federal and state levels, 
21 Florida counties and cities have ordinances that 
prohibit planting or require removal of 45 non-native 
plant species.

Figure 2. Cogongrass (Imperata cylindrica) has invaded 
many habitats such as sandhills, flatwoods, grasslands, 
swamps, river margins, and dry sand dunes throughout 
Florida and other southeastern states. It is listed as a 
noxious weed by FDACS and USDA.

EPPC List of Non-native Invasive Species

    The Florida Exotic Pest Plant Council (EPPC) 
has listed species considered to be most invasive or 
potentially most invasive in Florida. "Category I" 
plants on this list are considered to be non-native 
invasive plants that are currently disrupting native 
plant communities in certain areas or throughout the 
state. "Category II" plants have the potential to 
disrupt native plant communities. While many plants 
on this list are also included on prohibited lists, the 




