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air potato Dioscorea bulbifera

• Air potato is a terrestrial climbing vine with 
attractive heart-shaped leaves.

• Air potato is native to tropical Asia and non-native 
and invasive in Florida.

• New plants sprout from potato-like bulbils which 
are found between the stem and the leaf. The plant 
spreads when the bulbils fall to the ground. In 
addition, large tubers grow underground and store 
nutrients for the plant.

• The air potato is not known to be eaten by any native 
animals, although a beetle has been imported for 
biological control purposes. It eats the leaves of air 
potato vines. Air potato tubers are usually bitter and 
poisonous.

• This plant tends to invade 
open areas or “disturbed” 
land.

• It can grow up to eight 
inches a day. If left 
unmanaged, it can quickly 
grow over gardens, trees, 
and even buildings, 
causing them to be 
completely covered.

• People like to grow this plant because of 
the pretty tropical-looking leaves.
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American alligator Alligator mississippiensis

• Alligators are sometimes called “living fossils” 
because their species has survived on earth for 200 
million years.

• Alligators are top predators in the food chain. They 
eat fish, birds, turtles, snakes, and amphibians. 

• The American alligator is native to the Southeastern 
U.S. It resides almost exclusively in freshwater rivers, 
lakes, swamps, and marshes.

• A mother alligator defends the nest from predators 
and helps her hatchlings get to the water once they 
are born. She will provide protection for about a year, 
if the offspring stay in the area.

• Alligator meat is edible, 
especially meat from the tail 
section.

• In Florida, some alligators are 
grown on farms. Meat and 
products made from their 
hide (leather wallets, belts, 
boots, etc.) generate about $16 
million each year. The farms 
help protect wild alligator 
populations.

• The largest alligator ever recorded in Florida was 17 
feet 5 inches (5.3 meters), according to the Everglades 
National Park website.
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• The Burmese python is a giant non-venomous 
constrictor snake that can grow up to 200 pounds and 
over 20 feet long. It is not native to Florida and is now 
spreading rapidly in the wild. 

• Burmese pythons are from India to lower China, the 
Malay Peninsula, and islands of the East Indies. 

• They are excellent swimmers and climbers and hunt 
in both aquatic and terrestrial environments. In the 
Everglades, pythons feed on native alligators, fish, deer 
and wading birds (limpkins and white ibises). They 
have also been found in the Florida Keys preying on 
endangered Key Largo woodrats.

• Nothing preys on Burmese pythons, except the 
occasional large alligator. Python eggs are sometimes 
eaten by other animals.  

• Burmese pythons 
compete for space 
and food with native 
snakes like the eastern 
diamondback and 
the eastern indigo.  

• Pythons are no longer allowed as pets. However, 
Floridians can now hunt pythons in Wildlife 
Management Areas if they obtain a permit. 

• Scientists predict that Burmese pythons could survive 
throughout Florida.

Burmese python Python molurus bivittatus
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• Canadian waterweed is a submersed plant. It lives 
entirely underwater with the exception of small 
white flowers that bloom at the surface and are 
attached to the plant by delicate stalks.

• It provides habitat for many aquatic insects and 
provides cover for young fish, frogs, and turtles. 
Waterfowl (especially ducks), 
beaver, and muskrat eat this 
plant.

• In parts of Europe, Australia, 
Africa, Asia, and New 
Zealand, waterweed has 
created a significant problem 
and is now considered a 
noxious weed.

• Waterweed looks similar to 
hydrilla and other invasive 
plants sold in the aquarium 
trade. Because it is non-
invasive in Florida, it is a good 
substitute for these plants.

• It is economically important as an aquarium plant. 
However, it is considered an invasive species in 
Oregon and is illegal to sell there.

Canadian waterweed Elodea canadensis
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cat-tails Typha species

• Cat-tails are among the most common of all aquatic 
and wetland plants and provide ideal habitat for 
many birds, frogs, and insects.

• Several parts of the plant can be eaten including the 
underground stems and the leaf base. The flower 
spike can even be eaten like corn on the cob. These 
plants were a common food source for the Native 
Americans.

• Early Americans also used the 
absorbent fluff from the cat-tail seed 
heads for diapers.

• Today, scientists are experimenting 
with cat-tail seed fluff to see if it can 
be used in cleaning up oil spills.

• Cat-tails also are being considered as 
a crop.

• Sometimes cat-tails are unpopular 
because they can grow like weeds in 
lakes or stormwater retention ponds. This happens 
mostly in urban lakes where there are a lot of extra 
nutrients from rainwater runoff or in areas where the 
land has been disturbed.

• During long periods of dry weather, cat-tails can be 
an important food for cattle that are lucky enough to 
have access to these plants growing near a pond or 
lake.
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coconut palm Cocos nucifera

• The coconut palm tree is widespread throughout 
the tropics and believed to be native to the Malay 
Archipelago or the South Pacific. It is terrestrial, 
normally found along sandy shorelines.

• Coconut palm trees are an important food source. 
The edible fiber inside the coconut (or seed) is tasty 
and nutritious. So is the watery liquid inside the nut.

• Coconut milk is made by cooking 
grated coconut in water or milk.

• Many useful products can be 
made from coconut palm tree 
materials. Leaves can be used for 
brooms, baskets, or even roofing 
material. The husk and shells 
can be used for fuel or to make 
charcoal. Their trunks can be 
used as building materials.

• In Florida, coconut palms are 
valuable decorative plants.

• They can tolerate salty habitats, which is why they 
are often found growing near the ocean. However, 
coconut palms can’t tolerate cold weather. They can 
be damaged or killed by freezing weather.

• They are great shade trees as long as a coconut 
doesn’t fall on you. Falling coconuts have been 
known to injure people.
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duck potato Sagittaria lancifolia

• Duck potato is an emersed aquatic plant found along 
shorelines of ponds, lakes, stormwater drainage 
ditches, and in shallow wetlands.

• Ducks like to eat the seeds of this plant. Beavers and 
muskrats like to eat the whole plant, including the 
buried tubers.

• This plant has an attractive white flower that 
produces pollen and nectar for bumblebees and 
hawk moths.

• Duck potato produces starchy 
underground tubers that were an 
important food source for Native 
Americans years ago. It is still 
harvested and eaten today; the 
tubers taste like chestnuts or 
potatoes.

• In parts of Europe and 
Australia, it is considered an 
invasive plant.

• The plant provides habitat 
along lakeshores for young 
fish and waterfowl (ducks).
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eel-grass Vallisneria americana

• Eel-grass is a submersed aquatic plant commonly 
found in lakes, streams, and springs throughout 
Florida. It can even tolerate brackish (salty) water. 
Its leaves are about one inch wide and can grow to 
several feet long.

• It is becoming harder to find, now that hydrilla has 
been introduced to many Florida waters. Water 
clarity is also reduced in some lakes and rivers 
because of sedimentation, and this is impacting eel 
grass.

• Eel-grass forms tall, underwater 
meadows that are beautiful to see 
when swimming or snorkeling. 
Because of its long tape-like 
leaves, it is sometimes called 
tape grass.

• Eel grass provides valuable 
habitat for all kinds of 
freshwater fish, snails, turtles, 
and aquatic insects like 
dragonfly larvae. It is also an 
important food source for native Florida apple snails 
and turtles.

• This plant is important to the aquarium industry as 
one of the top-selling aquarium plants.
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fragrant water lily Nymphaea odorata

• The fragrant water lily is an aquatic floating-leaved 
plant. The leaves, also called pads, float on the 
surface. Its long leaf stalks are attached to rhizomes 
(roots) down in the mud.

• This water lily can be found in ponds, lakes, and 
slow-flowing streams around Florida.

• Its leaves (or pads) are almost circular with a notch 
that reaches to the center. They provide quality 
habitat for frogs, which like to sun themselves on top 
of the pads. Bass like to lurk beneath the pads when 
searching for food and shade.

• It has a showy white flower known for its fragrance. 
It also produces an abundance of pollen that attracts 
small bees, flies, and beetles. These insects are 
important elements 
of the aquatic 
habitat.

• Freshwater turtles 
feed on the leaves, 
stems, and seeds 
of water lilies. 
Muskrats and 
beavers also feed on the plant and its roots. White-
tailed deer can occasionally be seen eating the leaves 
of water lilies.
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Gambian pouch rat Cricetomys gambianus

• The Gambian pouch rat is a large rodent that weighs 
about 1.5 kilograms (3 pounds). They have been known 
to weigh as much as nine pounds! They measure 20 to 
35 inches long, from the head to the tip of the tail. Their 
tails can be 14 to 18 inches long.

• Gambian pouch rats are mostly 
active at night (nocturnal). They 
are terrestrial and climb well, but 
spend more time on the ground.

• They are native to Africa and non-native to Florida. 
Several of these rats escaped in Grassy Key in the 
Florida Keys, and are now breeding.

• They can grow to the size of a small raccoon or cat. This 
is much larger than our native rats which include the 
Key Largo wood rat, cotton rat, and silver rice rat.

• Gambian pouch rats eat mostly fruit and grains, but 
they have been known to eat insects, crabs, and snails. 
Predators such as cats and large birds avoid these rats 
due to their large size.

• Scientists worry they could invade the Everglades and 
cause great ecological damage.

• As fruit eaters, they could also damage farm crops in 
South Florida.

• If they make their way to Miami, they will keep our 
garbage cans and dumpsters free of rotting fruit.

• These rats carry a disease called Monkey pox that can 
affect people.
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gopher tortoise Gopherus polyphemus

• The gopher tortoise lives in all 67 counties of Florida. 
However, their numbers are dwindling fast and they 
are now an endangered species.

• They are terrestrial and live upland in forests, 
pastures, and yards.

• Gopher tortoises are herbivores. They eat mostly 
grasses, especially wiregrass. They also consume 
berries and other fruit, and scavenge dead meat, if 
they can find it.

• They are having trouble surviving in our modern 
age: they are squashed by cars and poached for 
meat, and their homes are destroyed when land is 
developed.

• Conservations efforts include 
financial rewards to developers 
who find new homes for gopher 
tortoises before building.

•  Raccoons, gray foxes, striped skunks, armadillos, 
dogs, snakes, and raptors (birds of prey) feed on 
gopher tortoises or their eggs.

• Gopher tortoises are a “keystone” species meaning 
other animals rely on their burrows for shelter, 
including gopher frogs, snakes, and some small 
mammals, like the cotton mouse. 

• They can live from 40 to 60 years in the wild.
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hibiscus Hibiscus species

• Hibiscus plants are native to warm-temperature, 
subtropical and tropical regions of the world 
including Malaysia, the Philippines, and India. 
They are grown for their showy flowers and used 
as landscape shrubs. They grow best in the warm 
temperatures of South Florida, but are not tolerant of 
salt spray.

• Hibiscus is a primary 
ingredient in many herbal 
teas. A USDA study showed 
that consuming the tea can 
help reduce high blood 
pressure.

• Hibiscus is used as a 
food source for several 
types of butterfly and 
moth.

• One species of hibiscus known as Kenaf 
(Hibiscus cannabinus) is extensively used in 
papermaking.

• Dried hibiscus is edible, and is considered a delicacy 
in Mexico.

• The hibiscus flower is traditionally worn by women 
in the Pacific Islands. It is the state flower of Hawaii.

• There are more than 200 species of hibiscus. 
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hydrilla Hydrilla verticillata

• Hydrilla is a submersed aquatic plant thought to be 
from Southeast Asia. When hydrilla starts to grow 
in lakes, ponds, rivers, or canals, it provides cover 
(habitat) for fish.

• Hydrilla can grow in a few inches of water or in water 
more than 20 feet deep. It can eventually fill up the 
whole water body, leaving little room for fish. This can 
also cause flooding.

• Hydrilla shades out other submersed 
aquatic plants, reducing sunlight and 
preventing them from growing.

• When large amounts of hydrilla begin to 
die and decay, they use up much of the 
oxygen in the water and can cause a large 
number of fish to suffocate and die.

• Because of its thick growth, hydrilla can make it 
impossible to swim, boat, or fish in a lake. Some 
swimmers have drowned by becoming entangled in 
hydrilla plants.

• Hydrilla provides food for ducks and some fish (grass 
carp).

• New hydrilla plants can  grow from fragments, from 
buds called turions, or from tubers in the mud. Hydrilla 
can grow up to 1 inch per day in ideal conditions. 

• Each year in Florida, millions of dollars are spent to 
keep hydrilla growth under control with herbicides and 
mechanical harvesters.
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iguana Iguana iguana

• The green tree iguana is from Central and South 
America and grows up to 5 feet long.

• In South Florida, these lizards are known for 
falling out of trees on chilly mornings. They can’t 
tolerate cold temperatures, and thus have trouble 
moving or balancing.

• Iguanas are popular pets. However, they become 
difficult to handle as they grow larger. If they 
aren’t held every day, they become aggressive. 
When this happens, many pet owners release them 
into the wild.

• Iguanas eat leaves, flowers, 
and fruit. Sometimes, 
this causes problems in 
people’s yards where 
escaped lizards eat 
expensive landscaping or 
vegetable garden plants.

• Iguanas are terrestrial but are often found 
near water and are good swimmers.

• They have been known to damage the foundations 
of houses and seawalls when they build tunnels 
and nests underground.

• These lizards will not try to sell you car insurance 
but they make good “watchdogs” as they can make 
scary noises. 
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island apple snail Pomacea insularum

•	The island apple snail is an invertebrate that can 
grow to the size of a baseball. They are native to 
South America and non-native to Florida. They are 
proving to be invasive in Florida. Introduced from 
aquariums, island apple snails can be spread by 
flooding, storms, birds, fishing, and boating.

•	The island apple snail has a large appetite for all 
types of aquatic vegetation and can devour native 
plants important to ecosystem functions. 

•	Island apple snails are a rich food source for an 
endangered bird, the snail kite. However, they 
also threaten the native Florida apple snail. Island 
apple snails live longer, reproduce faster, and are 
more abundant than our native snails. Currently, no 
control attempts have been successful.

•	If snail kite populations 
increase because of the 
island apple snail, it could 
benefit the local community 
by attracting tourists (bird 
watchers).

•	But, if hydrilla is not 
managed where island apple snails and snail kites 
occur, there could be negative economic impacts 
such as decreased fishing and other recreational 
opportunities, and reduced property values.
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largemouth bass
• Native to Florida, the largemouth bass is in the 

sunfish family. It is the most popular freshwater 
game fish in North America. It can grow up to 17 
pounds or more, and puts up a tremendous fight 
when hooked by anglers. (The state record is 17.27 
pounds!)

• Largemouth bass are found in most lakes and rivers 
around vegetation or underwater structures, but 
schooling bass are also found in the middle of lakes. 
Young bass depend on submersed plants as habitat 
to hide from predators. However, if there is too 
much vegetation in the water, 
oxygen is used 
up and this can 
negatively impact 
bass and other fish. 

• Young largemouth 
bass eat microscopic 
animals that 
drift in the water 
(zooplankton). Adult bass eat a variety of fish, frogs, 
insects and crustaceans such as shrimp and crawfish. 

• Alligators, other fish, and water birds feed on larval 
and juvenile largemouth bass. 

• Recreational freshwater fishing generates more than 
$1 billion every year in Florida—the “Fishing Capital 
of the World.”

Micropterus salmoides
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• The manatee is Florida’s state marine mammal although 
it is also commonly found in freshwater rivers, springs, 
lakes and brackish coastal waters.

• Female manatees aren’t able to reproduce until they are 
five to nine years old. They give birth to one calf every 
two to five years. However, they can live to be 50 years 
old.

• Manatees are an endangered species. Collisions with 
boats and barges are the leading 
human-related cause of death. 

• Manatees eat more than 
60 species of plants, 
including eel grass, 
mangrove leaves, algae, 
and even non-native 
plants like water 
hyacinth and hydrilla.

• They grow to an average of 10 feet long and weigh 1,000 
pounds. An adult manatee spends six to eight hours 
eating and the rest of the day resting or traveling.

• Some early explorers thought manatees were mermaids; 
they may have had poor eyesight.

• Florida has the largest population of manatees. Tourists 
come from around the world to see these aquatic 
mammals which is great for our economy. In 2009, there 
were more than 3,800 manatees living in Florida waters.

manatee Trichechus manatus latirostrus
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monk parakeet Myiopsitta monachus

• The monk parakeet is a member of the parrot family 
and native to parts of South America (east of the Andes 
mountains from Bolivia to central Argentina). In other 
regions, it has proven to be an agricultural pest.

• Monk parakeets have been living in the wild in Miami, 
Florida since 1969. By 1975, they were reported in 30 U.S. 
states. These colorful birds are about 12 inches tall and 
very noisy.

• Their ability to survive cold climates allows them to live 
as far north as New York, Illinois, Connecticut, Ohio, and 
even southwestern Washington.

• Their large stick nests are often 
built on electrical transmission 
structures and have been 
known to cause power outages. 
Removal of these nests can be 
dangerous and costly.

• These birds are breeding and growing in numbers. 
They have been found in more than 50 counties in 
Florida and are thought to number 100,000 in Florida 
alone. 

• They tend to live in suburban areas or in city parks, often 
feeding in large flocks at feeders or on lawns. They feed 
on seeds, fruits, berries, nuts, flowers, and leaf buds.

• In agricultural areas, monk parakeets forage for corn, 
wheat, and other seeds. U.S. farmers worry monk 
parakeets may become agricultural pests if their 
numbers continue to increase.
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Old World climbing fern
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Old World climbing fern Lygodium microphyllum

• Old World climbing fern is an attractive terrestrial plant 
native to Asia and Australia.

• The fern’s structure is somewhat unusual: A single 
frond (or leaf) can grow to 100 feet long.

• This climbing fern has the ability to re-sprout from 
almost anywhere along each climbing leaf. It also 
spreads to new locations through tiny spores carried by 
the wind.

• Because it is a climbing fern, it is able to reach the 
tops of trees. Once this happens, the plant is able to 
block sunlight that normally 
reaches the trees and the plants 
growing in the understory 
below, altering the habitat.

• Old World climbing fern can 
completely cover tall trees, 
causing them to die. It also 
allows small brush fires from 
the ground to travel up into the 
tree canopies, which can kill 
the trees.

• This fern is covering hundreds 
of acres (even small islands) in the Florida Everglades.

• Old World climbing fern is costly to manage, as it 
requires regular inspection to ensure control.
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orange tree Citrus sinensis

• Orange trees are terrestrial and non-native to Florida. 
They are thought to be from Southeast Asia and are 
widely grown in tropical and subtropical climates.

• Orange trees are an important crop in Florida. In 
2008, the citrus crop was worth over one billion 
dollars.

• Florida is the largest producer (grower) of oranges in 
the United States and the second biggest in the world 
(Brazil is the first).

• Orange tree flowers are also an important source of 
nectar (food) for bees and insects.

• People eat large 
quantities of oranges, 
which are a source 
of vitamin C, an 
important nutrient 
for human health.

• Raccoons, opossums, 
skunks, and many 
other animals feed on 
the fruit when it falls 
to the ground.

• Butterflies enjoy the juice of the rotting fruit.
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peanut plant Arachis hypogaea

• The peanut plant is a legume native to South 
America.

• Peanuts are an excellent high-protein food 
source.

• The plants add nitrogen to the 
soil, which makes it possible to 
grow more crops in the future.

• Peanut shells are also used 
as a high-quality mulch for 
gardens. 

• Peanut shells can be burned in power plants to 
produce electricity.

• The peanut is a reliable crop in hot climates. 
It is an important agricultural crop in the 
Southeastern United States and provides over 
one billion dollars to our economy each year.

• Peanuts are a favorite bird food in backyard bird 
feeders. Squirrels love them, too.

• Americans eat an average of nearly seven 
pounds of peanuts per person, per year. 

PROS

This information card is part of the natural resource activity Lakeville developed by the Florida Invasive Plant Education Initiative 
 Copyright 2012 University of Florida

NON-NATIVE

CONS

U
F/

IF
A

S



plants.ifas.ufl.edu/education

plants.ifas.ufl.edu/education

pickerelweed



PROS CONS

U
F/

IF
A

S
 C

A
IP

pickerelweed Pontederia cordata NATIVE
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• Pickerelweed is an emersed aquatic plant found 
along lake shorelines, in ponds, and even roadside 
ditches. Even though the word “weed” is part of 
its common name, this native plant provides many 
functions in aquatic and wetland habitats.

• It has vertical purple blooms that produce lots of 
nectar and pollen for bees, wasps, and butterflies.

• It provides habitat for small fish and 
insects in shallow water.

• Pickerelweed seeds are a food 
source for wild ducks such as 
mallards, wood ducks, and teal.

• The round tail muskrat, a Florida 
native, eats the roots (rhizomes) 
and the base of this plant.

• Pickerelweed reduces shoreline 
erosion in lakes and ponds 
by stabilizing the soil and 
reducing wave action from wind and 
boats.

• It is sometimes considered a weed because it grows 
so abundantly. 



poison ivy
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poison ivy Toxicodendron radicans

• Poison ivy is a native terrestrial plant normally 
found in wooded areas, in open fields and as a vine 
on tree trunks. It is easy to recognize. Each leaf has 
three smaller leaflets and the leaflets often have 
“thumbs.” A good rhyme to remember: Leaves of 
three, let it be.

• This plant is very unpopular because its oil can 
cause serious allergic reactions in some people 
including swelling and blisters. One tiny drop of oil 
can be enough to make 500 people itch.

• Poison ivy berries are grayish-white and are a 
favorite winter food for some birds 
and small animals like mice.

• Birds help disperse the seeds 
by eating them, flying to 
another location, and 
releasing them in their 
waste. That’s why 
poison ivy is often 
found growing along fence 
rows where birds like to sit and sing.

• Like the cat-tail plant, poison ivy is considered a 
weed in some parts of the United States. 

• In Minnesota and Michigan it has been known to 
cover large areas of land.
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red imported fire ant Solenopsis invicta

• The red imported fire ant is a six-legged insect from 
South America. 

• Red imported fire ants are invasive and currently infest 
over 320 million acres in 12 states in the U.S. and Puerto 
Rico. They are found in all of Florida’s 67 counties. 

• Fire ants are omnivorous. They feed on carbohydrates 
(honeydew, sugars, 
syrups), proteins 
(insects, dead animals), 
and fats (grease, lard, 
seed oil). 

• Armadillos, insects, 
spiders, mice, fish, 
lizards, birds, bears, and coyotes eat fire ants. 

• The red imported fire ant behaves differently from 
our native tropical fire ant. When imported fire ant 
mounds are disturbed, ants emerge aggressively to bite 
and sting the intruder. Multiple stings can kill small 
animals. Deer, ground-nesting birds, rodents, snakes, 
and lizards are defenseless to stings during and after 
birth or hatching. In some areas, red imported fire ants 
have almost completely eliminated ground-nesting 
birds such as the bobwhite quail.

• These invasive ants also cause hundreds of millions of 
dollars in crop losses and control costs every year.
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sailfin catfish Pterygoplichthys disjunctivus

• Sailfin catfish are popular aquarium fish that were 
brought here from Central and South America. They 
are often used to control algae in fish tanks.

• With more than 700 species, they are the largest family 
of catfish in the world. These same fish are also called 
suckermouth catfish or armored catfish. Pleco is another 
common name. 

• In Florida, they were probably introduced as escapees 
from tropical fish farms or from aquarium releases. 
Their impact, along with other introduced catfishes, is 
being investigated.

• Sailfin catfish eat organic material, algae, mud, and tiny 
fragments of wood.

• Alligators, bigger 
fish, and birds 
eat sailfin catfish 
when they can 
catch them. 

• Sailfin catfish reproduce quickly and can grow to 
be over 40 cm long (16 inches). Scientists who have 
observed these fish worry they may be reducing 
the food base in aquatic habitats, and are therefore 
negatively impacting native fish communities.

• Nesting burrows made by these catfish can cause 
increased erosion of the shoreline that is expensive to 
fix and also decreases property values.
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small duckweed Lemna valdiviana

• Small duckweed is the common name for a tiny 
floating aquatic plant (about 1/8 inch long). Each 
plant has at least two shoe-shaped leaves joined at 
the base. A single root hangs below the plant.

• Duckweed is usually found in areas where the water 
is calm or still. These native plants can grow so close 
together that they form floating mats that completely 
cover the water. They provide habitat for tiny insects 
(micro-invertebrates).

• Duckweed is high in protein and is used as fish food, 
especially on fish farms.

• It can absorb 
harmful chemicals 
from the water 
and is also used to 
produce a number 
of medicines.

• There are other 
species of 
duckweed in 
Florida. Not all of them are native.

• Small duckweed is an important food source for 
ducks. 

• People also eat these tiny plants, especially in Asia. 
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snail kite
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snail kite Rostrhamus sociabilis plumbeus

•	The snail kite is a native bird of prey that lives in the 
Everglades and some South and Central Florida lakes 
and marshes. It occurs in no other state within the 
U.S.

•	The snail kite is federally listed as endangered with 
fewer than 1000 individuals as of 2013.  Development 
and the draining of wetlands eliminated much of the 
snail kite’s habitat.

•	Snail kites normally depend on native Florida apple 
snails for food, but now must adapt to eat invasive 
island apple snails.

•	Snakes and alligators are the snail kite’s predators.

•	Because snail kites 
are rare birds, local 
economies benefit 
from tourism (bird 
watchers). However, 
disturbances can 
cause parent birds to abandon nests. Some young 
(juvenile) snail kites are having trouble eating 
invasive island apple snails. The shells are too big 
for young birds to hold or break into with their 
talons and beak. Scientists worry this may result in 
starvation and fewer birds reaching maturity.
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tuberous sword fern
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tuberous sword fern Nephrolepis cordifolia

• The tuberous sword fern is a landscape plant 
commonly found in yards or growing in woodland 
areas. It produces vertical fronds that can grow to 3 
feet high. It is often found growing on the trunks of 
palm trees.

• Tuberous sword fern can spread very 
quickly. Because it is a true fern, it 
reproduces from spores. Thousands 
of spores can be produced by one 
plant and these can be dispersed by 
wind and water. In Florida, spores 
are produced year-round.

• This fern can also spread by 
underground plant parts including 
small marble-sized tubers. 

• Florida’s native sword fern does 
not have tubers.

• The sword fern is able to form dense 
stands (a monoculture). It has been known to cover 
large areas of ground, preventing native plants 
(including trees) from growing.
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water hyacinth Eichhornia crassipes

• Water hyacinth, a floating plant from Brazil, can 
double its population every 2 weeks until it covers 
100% of the water surface.

• It has the ability to absorb heavy metals and toxins 
from water.

• This plant provides ideal habitat for several species 
of mosquitoes, which carry disease.

• As water hyacinth plants 
die and decay, they can 
lower oxygen levels in 
the water and cause large 
amounts of muck to 
collect on the bottom of 
lakes.

• Water hyacinth is found 
in lakes and rivers and 
grows so thick it shades 
out other aquatic plants. 
It can also create large 
“rafts” of plants that prevent boats from moving 
through the water.

• In Florida, millions of dollars used to be spent 
controlling the spread of water hyacinth. Regular 
management of the plant has greatly reduced that 
expense.

• Water hyacinth is a popular water garden plant 
because of its pretty lavender flowers.
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wild taro Colocasia esculenta

• Wild taro is an aquatic plant originating in India 
and Southeast Asia.

• It can grow up to 4 feet tall and is found in 
swamps, along stream banks, and lake shorelines.

• It produces tubers that are a popular food in 
Central and South America. Tubers can be stored 
for several weeks, if refrigerated.

• Taro was originally 
introduced in Florida 
as a substitute crop 
for potatoes in 1910.

• In Florida, wild taro 
can quickly cover 
streams and disturbed 
shorelines.

• It can shade out all 
other plants around it with its large dark green 
leaves, which can grow to 6 feet long.

• Sometimes, wild taro grows so thick along the 
shoreline that it will break loose and form floating 
islands. These islands can block waterways and 
increase the chance of flooding in canals.

• Once planted, taro is very hard to get rid of. It 
tends to re-sprout when treated with chemicals 
and grows back even after very cold weather.
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